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ABSTRACT 
Glenn Ward Scott:  Mapping Mediamorphosis: How Print Newspaper Circulation 
Influences Features of Audience Participation at Online News Sites 
(Under the direction of Robert L. Stevenson) 
 
       This quantitative research study explores questions about why and how U.S. daily 
newspapers are adapting as the traditional print medium moves into the revolutionary 
new realm of digitization of content and delivery systems.  It explores mass 
communication theories on media technology change and relies on Roger Fidler’s (1997) 
conception of a mediamorphosis, in which older media change in order to avoid 
obsolescence.  The study asks how newspapers’ performance in circulation relates to the 
their shift toward embracing digital practices, specifically a willingness to invite more of 
a two-way flow of information between journalists and audience members. 
       The study looks at a randomly selected sample of 195 daily U.S. newspapers with 
paid circulations of 14,000 or more. The research design involves three distinct 
methodological steps. The first draws upon industry data to calculate newspapers’ 
individual performances in maintaining a base of subscribers for their print versions. The 
second applies a content analysis of the Web sites of the sample to explore the extent of 
activity online as newspapers provide opportunities for audience members to participate 
in the creation of content by posting comments and images, a practice unique to the 
digital landscape. The third quantitative step correlates the two data sets to shed light on 
the process of mediamorphosis. The study also inspects the uses of various types of 
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participatory features and provides examples from several sites.  The data was gathered in 
2004 and offers both a snapshot of this transitional period as well as baseline information 
for future studies.  
        The study found a slight but statistically significant negative correlation, suggesting 
that as newspapers’ performance declined in circulation, organizations were shifting to 
provide more online features that promoted user participation.  But few newspaper sites 
were moving quickly. On average, newspapers featured a single kind of structure 
promoting audience response, such as a discussion forum or spaces for comments at the 
end of stories.  Trends (such as blogging), new literature, and recent practices indicate 
that this morphing will accelerate in the near future, prompting online editors to adopt 
more elastic forms of professional gatekeeping.  
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CHAPTER 1 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 Historians have long understood that the arrival of new technologies has prompted 
traditional forms of mass media to undergo changes. Media historian Donald L. Shaw (1991) 
argues that media forms progress in stages, from youth to maturity. As their audience 
dominance wanes, partly because of the challenge of newer platforms, the traditional forms 
adapt out of necessity.  Media technology futurist Roger Fidler (1997) has named this 
process of adaptation a mediamorphosis, arguing that traditional media forms either change 
or die. At times, such adaptations have been relatively benign. Radio and magazines, for 
example, revised formats and marketing strategies to respond to the competitive pressures 
arriving with the powerful new medium of television, but the media platforms themselves 
remained generally the same. Radio still relied on audio broadcasting; magazines remained a 
production of words and images on paper. This study focuses on what promises to be a more 
complex mediamorphosis. It examines the extent to which U.S. daily newspapers are 
involved in the process of change as they cope with declining circulation in their traditional, 
printed form and move to adapt to the imposing new realities of digitization. This is a 
dramatic change that requires newspapers to shift from a once-dominant and now traditional 
form to a revolutionary new platform and to engage in new journalistic practices more suited 
to the digital landscape. Because this study cannot examine all digitally inspired practices, it 
focuses on one important area: the solicitation of audience participation in the creation of 
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news-related content. This practice not only represents an activity tied to digitization but also 
challenges traditional conceptions of journalistic activity, prompting those journalists making 
the change to reflect on their relationships with their audiences.   
         
Purpose and Overview 
 This study thus captures elements of the transition in progress. Its purpose is to ask 
how and why U.S. daily newspapers are attempting a shift from one mass communication 
medium to another.  Central to the study is the use of empirical methods to help explain how 
newspapers are making the move and why some are shifting faster than others toward the 
digital values of user participation. It compiles and eventually correlates two sets of data 
gathered in 2004, looking for relationships between newspaper circulation performance and 
the existence of what many experts consider a key element of digital journalism, audience 
participation. The study finds evidence of the beginnings of the kind of change that theorists 
have identified and offers new implications for related theory. The study suggests that, in 
keeping with popular assertions, journalistic gatekeeping practices will become more 
expansive as newspapers experiment and expand their interaction with audience members, 
widening the flow of information related to the news. All this leads toward a model of 
journalism practice where professionals and amateurs communicate more directly, each 
supplementing an ongoing production of news and ideas, and where gatekeeping judgments 
remain crucially important.  
 This study offers new information, merging two pertinent areas of inquiry in mass 
communication research. First comes the urgent question of how printed newspapers are 
performing in a period of intense challenge from newer media technologies, including the 
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Internet. Next comes the issue of whether newspapers are indeed adopting digital techniques 
– specifically features that promote audience participation – that differ substantially from 
traditional print forms. Neither question is entirely new, but this research applies measures 
that explore the questions in newer and deeper ways. Moreover, this is the first time the two 
questions have been posed and correlated in an empirical study to gain insight into the way 
newspapers are responding to the challenge of a new media technology. A section on 
research design later in this chapter offers more of an introduction to the methodological 
approach, and Chapter 3 provides a detailed explanation of this study’s research methods.  
 As this document’s title suggests, the study’s goal is to help map the changeover 
occurring in the U.S. newspaper industry’s mediamorphosis.  One concern with mapping 
current practices with a new technology is the likelihood of rapid shifts in the media 
landscape that can make data seem obsolete. Given the inevitability of change, which is 
emblematic of the digital scene today, the aim here is to look upon the data as representing a 
snapshot of a point of time in the process of movement and adaptation. The two-year time lag 
between data gathering in 2004 and the completion of this report necessarily poses some 
awkward moments where digital practices already have further morphed. Indeed, just as there 
will be new online tools appearing by 2008, there were no news-related podcasts or video 
clips to chart in 2004. But the gap in time also allows for a more distanced view of the 
dynamics of change, allowing a more measured historical perspective, which is ultimately the 
contribution of any study of technology change. Moreover, the elapsed time allows for 
anecdotal confirmation a posteriori that the adaptation has indeed progressed. Thus, what the 
study loses in immediacy of information, it gains in context as a contribution to media history 
and theory.  
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The Digital Revolution 
Long a favored medium for chronicling stories of institutional and social change, U.S. 
daily newspapers are suffering through their own era of culture shock. Although most larger 
newspapers are maintaining profits, their paid subscription figures are declining at steady 
rates as loyal readers grow older and as younger consumers seek information and 
entertainment from a growing menu of electronic media sources. Studies indicate that 
declining readership and circulation are long-term trends and are unlikely to be reversed 
(Meyer, 1985, Bogart, 1989; Meyer, 2004b; Peiser, 2000; Tewksbury & Althaus, 2000; 
Tewksbury, 2003). Younger generations of American readers simply do not read newspapers 
as much or as often as older cohorts – nor is there reason to believe that these younger 
readers will revise their behavior as they grow older. National newspaper circulation totals 
have been dropping for more than 20 years (The Source, 2006), and although researchers 
(Meyer & Zhang, 2002; Meyer, 2004b; Picard, 2004) offer varied observations about the 
decline, certainly all agree that a dominant reason is competition from newer digital media 
forms, from cable and satellite television systems to the Internet. The introduction of these 
forms has generally led to relatively less media time invested in news consumption, although 
recent research from the Pew Internet & American Life Project  (Horrigan, 2006) finds that 
Internet users are increasing their interest in online news as they acquire broadband cable 
service, which allows faster information retrieval.     
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 Newspapers are in fact suffering from being on the wrong – that is to say, older 
– end of a media revolution.  Stevenson (1994) describes the ongoing digitization of 
communications media as the third great revolution in mass communication after 
development of written language and Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press with 
movable type. Many others (Castells, 1996; Turkle, 1997; Drucker, 1999; Pavlik, 2001; 
Shaw, Hamm, & Knott, 2000) have identified the emergence of digital media as a turning 
point in the interface of technology with society. Digitization, they argue, not only offers 
new vehicles for transmitting information but fundamentally alters the ways that people 
look upon and use that information. Thus, the genesis of the culture shock is electronic.  
 The digital revolution has challenged traditional foundations of an industry that 
matured over three centuries in the United States through the delivery of news once or 
twice a day in the permanent, non-negotiable form of ink on paper. Donald L. Shaw, 
Bradley Hamm and Dianna Knott (2000) assert that the era of dominance for newspapers 
has long past. They characterize the period from the 1700s through 1870 as the “age of 
place” in which newspapers helped set the public agenda and advanced a place-oriented 
social agenda (2000, p. 64). Since then, two other eras of media dominance have passed 
(magazines’ era of class and broadcast’s era of mass), with digitization gaining 
dominance around 1980 to exemplify the present “age of space” (p. 57).  In this era, the 
authors say, media technologies surpass the limits of the previous periods: messages span 
the constraints of place, of class and ethnicity, and of national systems. The emphasis has 
moved to new kinds of connections and linkages unfettered by past rules (p. 59). Others 
have pointed out that a primary advantage of digital communications systems is the 
capability to promote interactivity (Morris & Ogan, 1996; Newhagen & Rafaeli, 1996; 
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Rafaeli & Sudweeks, 1998). With the give-and-take of ideas comes a more complex 
ability to share in the process of creating online content. Such shared information flows 
are not simply from journalists to readers, as in the traditional newspaper model, but from 
users to journalists or to other users. This sort of networking of ideas and exchange of 
content comes in clear contrast to traditional, 20th-century newspaper practices, though it 
shares similarities with the kind of exchanges common in the original heyday of 
newspapers, when the latest news spurred group discussions in public houses.  In those 
days, the communication was face to face, rooted in place. In the digital sphere, the 
sharing occurs on electronic screens in space, as Shaw, Hamm and Knott (2000) observe.   
  All this suggests pressures for newspapers to adapt further in the delivery of 
content. Indeed, after a decade of doubt among industry executives about the integrity of 
their news operations, as well as their news content, almost all newspapers have taken 
preliminary steps such as presenting much of their daily news content online. Trade 
associations such as the Newspaper Association of America and the American Society of 
Newspaper Editors today are actively exploring methods to use digital platforms and 
tools to build interest. Both groups sponsored a recent consultant’s report titled “Growing 
Audience” that carries strong messages about implementing new programs online to 
boost consumer interest. For example, one section of the report (Cohen & Trahan, 2006) 
recommends that to lure affluent young audience members newspapers can offer products 
and services that “should either be online or reflect the features and benefits that these 
online-focused segments have come to expect” (2006, p. 4).  Thus, the question for 
newspapers in this transitional era is not simply whether to stay exclusively in print or to 
shift online. For now, newspapers are beginning to morph. Central to this study is the 
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question of how newspapers modify their content and practices to fit the exigencies of 
this age of space. For a medium with a strong tradition of journalist-produced public-
service reporting and an economic model that still relies primarily on revenue from its 
traditional printed editions, newspapers have much to negotiate.  For proponents of 
change, however, the opportunities emerging in the digital revolution are obvious.  
 
Calls for a Digital Crossing 
  Public calls for newspapers to widen their interest in digital forms gained traction in 
recent years with publication (online, of course) of reports from reputable journalism 
organizations prodding the industry to recognize not only the threats but also the benefits of 
change. These reports not only underscored the timeliness of this study but, more important, 
moved the discussion of the benefits of adaptation more firmly onto the public agenda, a 
dynamic that fits with Shaw, Hamm, and Knott’s (2000) observation that new media 
technologies do not arrive alone but accompany their own new social agendas. Indeed, 
proponents argue that the revolutionary aspects of digitization force the appropriation of new 
methods. A report produced for The MediaCenter of the American Press Institute argues for 
greater acceptance of audience participation as the necessary ethic of digital journalism. 
Newspapers seeking to move online by merely mimicking their print-oriented formats will 
miss the wider opportunities the new technology offers, say authors Shayne Bowman and 
Chris Willis (2004). They suggest that organizations “rethink some of their basic ideas about 
journalism, organization and the role of audience if they hope to remain indispensable 
resources to their readers and viewers” (Bowman & Willis, 2004, p. 58). 
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The influential Project for Excellence in Journalism emphasized the significance of 
the shift toward digitization by arguing that “journalism is in the midst of an epochal 
transformation, as momentous probably as the invention of the telegraph or the television” 
(The State of the News Media 2004). In a report that reviewed the status of most forms of 
mass media, the authors nevertheless led their work by framing online journalism as the 
platform where journalists can finally rectify the shortcomings of the one-way flow by 
creating an environment where the audience becomes part of the production. “These 
audience members are no longer seen as consumers but ‘pro-sumers,’ in which citizens 
simultaneously function as consumers, editors and producers of a new kind of news in which 
journalistic accounts are but one element” (The State of the Media 2004, 2004).  This idea 
came initially from John Seeley Brown, former director of the Silicon Valley think tank, 
Xerox PARC, who argued that because of the Internet’s capacity to invite immediate 
interpersonal feedback – one form of interactivity – anyone could act as a reporter or 
commentator. Computer users become both consumers and producers, hence the term pro-
sumers  (Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2001, p. 24).  
 An even bolder proposition comes from a recent MediaCenter report “The Future of 
News,” in which author Dale Peskin (2005), a co-director of the e-media training center and 
think tank, likens the newspaper industry’s initial digital strategies to the path of the Titanic, 
an allusion that matches Fidler’s (1997) depiction that old media either adapt or disappear. 
Peskin (2005) suggests a fundamentally different approach for a safe digital crossing.  The 
future, he says, is in abandoning previous ideas about how the news ought to be constructed.  
In a digital media world, where anyone with knowledge to run rudimentary software 
programs can publish on the Internet, successful news operations should be open, 
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transparent, and participatory (Peskin, 2005).  He says: “Consumers become the important 
storytellers of the era. They trust each other. They become self-reliant on the stories they 
create, skeptical of the stories created by ‘trusted brands’ or ‘trusted institutions.’ Although 
passive consumption of news will continue, new forms of interaction will emerge. Even 
traditional consumers will find ways to make content more meaningful (Peskin, 2005). 
Although this description borders on the utopian and skirts the important issue of 
verification, its larger argument for direct user involvement in content represents a point that 
has gained support from millions of computer users actively publishing their own weblogs or 
participating in producing content on all kinds of Web sites. It appeals as well to those critics 
of corporate-run media organizations who warn against the continued commercialization of 
the news and who argue for more grass-roots publishing to enrich democratic discourse 
(McChesney, 2000; Riley, et al., 1998).  Clearly, the extent of audience participation at news 
sites has not reached the levels that these proponents seek, but their rationales have helped to 
shape the landscape for decision-making.  This study’s findings suggest that, as of 2004, the 
transition was taking place at a cautious speed.   
 
Defining Participatory Communication 
  This study considers several online structures – also called features – including 
various types of discussion boards, comments spaces, and weblogs, all of which provide 
opportunities for site users to post comments or images intended for exposure with a group or 
general audience at a newspaper’s online site. Such comments are sometimes described as 
representative of a one-to-many flow of communication. Others may refer to this a peer-to-
peer flow, although such depictions tend to miss the traditional distinctions between users 
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and the professional journalists affiliated with the site. This study focuses on messages 
intended, at the least, for groups of users and, at best, at anyone who visits the news site. In 
the context of this study, then, forms of public participation are viewed not as personal or 
isolated messages – thus, one-to-one email messages are not included – but as part of an 
ongoing, public conversation built around the news and enabled by digital technology. 
Adapting previous work, this study refers to these features as a whole as forms of 
participatory mass communication.     
          The study stops short of referring to such activity as participatory journalism, 
preferring a broader term that avoids questions of function that are better left to follow-up 
studies.  This follows the comments of J.D. Lasica (2003), a leader in online news activities 
and a senior editor of Online Journalism Review, who posed the question on the OJR Web 
site of whether bloggers who link to news and then share their comments on their blogs are in 
fact practicing journalism. His answer:  “Usually no – but it depends. When a blogger adds 
personal comment that depends on original research, or if it is done by someone considered 
an authority on the subject, some would consider it journalism” (2003).  Indeed, the tendency 
to refer to participatory comment as journalism has accelerated in the past two years – since 
the data in this study was collected – with the increasing popularity of blogging and other 
participatory practices.  But given the time period of this study, the use of participatory 
communication is more appropriate and somewhat less partisan than participatory 
journalism. Another Lasica comment helps place the issue in proper historical context: 
“Whatever the yardstick one uses – a strict definition that says journalism must involve 
original reporting and an editorial filter, or a broader one that considers travelogues, op-ed 
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commentary and analysis journalism – it's certain that audience participation in the news 
equation is on the upswing” (Lasica, 2003).  This issue is discussed further in Chapter 2.  
This study honors the historical roots of public, participatory discussions revolving 
around events in the news, which date back to the lively roundtable discussions of the 
colonial period (Copeland, 1996; Barker & Burrows, 2002). More recent centuries have 
involved traditional written feedback in the form of letters to the editor and attempts a decade 
ago to promote a more active engagement in communities through techniques of public or 
civic journalism (Rosen & Merritt, 1994). Feedback is nothing new. In all of its forms, it 
serves as a salient part of the process of promoting civic discussions about important topics 
to a community, state or society. However, the digital forms of participatory communication 
studied here represent a substantial expansion of the function by welcoming a more 
systematic and timely multi-dimensional flow of information among audience members and 
journalists. This capability to communicate instantly over space and time is an outcome of 
the digital revolution (Stevenson, 1994). Indeed, a premise of this study is that participatory 
mass communication serves as a bellwether of digital journalism, and the adoption of 
participatory features offers a legitimate measure of how newspapers are adapting to the 
realities of new media technologies. Whether audience participation in the forms measured 
here eventually takes root is unresolved today.  For the time period studied here, however, 
such participation represents a significant change in the practice of American journalism.  
 
A Theoretical Lens 
The notion of an ongoing revision from the static form of traditional print journalism 
to the more fluid versions of digital forms speaks to the need to test existing mass 
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communication theories to weigh their adequacies in explaining and predicting ongoing 
media practices. This study aims to do so.  The theoretical basis for this study comes from 
Fidler’s explanation of innovation and change that he termed mediamorphosis (1997). A 
more thorough discussion of the ideas of Fidler and other theoreticians on media technology 
change comes in Chapter 2, but it is useful to note here that Fidler’s theorizing offers an 
applicable lens for inspecting newspaper’s online adaptations. He suggests that when new 
technological achievements produce a new media form, older forms must change.  The 
concept of metamorphosis is perhaps not a perfect metaphor, in that a shift from newsprint to 
personal computer is not the natural transposition that occurs as when a generation of 
tadpoles grow organically into frogs. The analogy is more appropriate, though, if one takes a 
wider view of the process of evolution (natural or human-powered). Here the theory explains 
the circumstances in which leaders of newspapers encounter the need to evolve into digital 
forms or suffer the slow and inevitable deterioration of print usage. Accordingly, this study’s 
research design rests on theoretical conceptions that a mass medium confronted by newer, 
promising versions must change.  If there were no reason to change or no historical pattern 
providing the bases for such predictions, then mapping the print newspaper adaptations 
would be unnecessary.  
 Newspapers face the prospect of a more profound revision. Once a successful 
and democratizing outcome of movable type, newspapers must explore and embrace 
entirely new technologies as well as the operational realities that new media forms 
require. The revolution strains even semantic symbolism – how can digital news space be 
named for a news paper?  Much as Stevenson (1994) refers to the third communications 
revolution, Fidler (1997) identifies a “third great mediamorphosis” that began with 
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application of electricity to communications processes and has evolved into digital 
systems.  To survive, Fidler says, traditional media organizations like newspapers must 
“adapt to a changing and often confusing world” by providing audiences more personal 
access while maintaining a position of public trust. In other words, they must overcome 
the culture shock.  
 Although Fidler suggests the process will take more than a generation to mature 
(1997, p. 8), the morphing has begun. A 2006 study by the Pew Internet & American Life 
Project, based on a December 2005 survey, found that 48 million people, or 35% of all 
Internet users in the United States, said they have posted content on the Internet 
(Horrigan, 2006, p.10). The survey did not ask specifically about posting at online news 
sites but rather bundled all types of content (e.g, Web sites, weblogs) into one category. 
A 2004 Pew study estimated that 92 million Americans go online to consume news 
(Fallows & Rainie, 2004, p.1), a 70% increase in consumption from results in an earlier 
Pew survey in 2000. The 2004 survey was conducted in May and June, offering good 
context for the June-July 2004 time period when newspaper sites were coded for this 
study. Virtually all of the country’s larger newspapers have developed Web sites to carry 
at least some of the news stories and photographs also published in their traditional print 
versions (Kawamoto, 2003).  A 2003 study (Imfeld and Scott, 2005) examining 
discussion forums at newspaper online sites found no large-to-medium-size newspapers 
without online news sites.   
       Some of the more ambitious online news operations claim to be earning profits.  
The New York Times Digital, for instance, publicly reported its highest operating profit 
yet for the first quarter of 2004, with an $8.4 million operating profit representing an 
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increase of 32.6% over the same period a year earlier. The online operation said its 
revenues grew 31.1% to $25.7 million (The New York Times Company reports first-
quarter results, 2004). The Times digital revenue flow remained robust as well for 2004, 
growing at a higher percentage rate than print revenue (O’Malley, 2005), and such 
patterns have continued. Though this is evidence of an evolving mediamorphosis, such 
reports must be tempered by the knowledge that much of the content of online news sites, 
including that of The Times, still comes from related print news operations. Thus, in most 
cases involving newspapers, print versions still effectively subsidize digital sites in 
important ways: with content if not also capital. The company’s newspaper revenues 
during the same first quarter of 2003, for instance, were $744.8 million, or about 28 times 
more than the online revenues.  
Scholars and practitioners share varied perspectives on how newspapers’ 
transformation from print to online should proceed. While industry realists caution that 
going digital too hastily may disrupt the revenue flows that sustain newspapers, 
proponents of online presentation often express their impatience in the failure of news 
organizations to redefine and reconfigure daily journalism to meet the unique 
opportunities of online communication. At one level, this is an argument over phasing. At 
another, it is a debate over the way newswork takes place. New historical-ethnographic 
research by Pablo Boczkowski (2004a; 2004b) finds that the evolution toward digital 
forms will lead to new processes, new kinds of professional collaborations, new 
definitions of what makes news. He foresees the creation of “a kind of newspaper that 
although it bears connections it is print predecessor, also differs qualitatively from it in its 
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material infrastructure, editorial practices, and production routines” (Boczkowski, 2004a, 
p. 187).  
As assistant managing editor for multimedia at WashingtonPost.com, the Post’s 
online organization, Tom Kennedy (2004) is one of the online news industry’s executive 
trailblazers in developing and modifying news from traditional to digital forms. He is, in 
a sense, a unit leader of mediamorphosis. Kennedy bluntly describes the shift from print 
to digital as a process still in its unexamined stages.  “I think we're still reasonably early 
in the game at this point,” he says. “It’s unclear how things are going to play out.” 
Kennedy does hold strong opinions, though, that the digital game must be played in new 
ways. He says news stories must be told using those modes – e.g., whether imagery, text, 
or sound – that offer the most appropriate and varied perspectives.  As for participatory 
communication, he favors more interaction with audience members and suggests that the 
vision of a more transparent discourse among journalists and audience members is an 
concept “where there has to be a lot of fertile exploration in the next few years” 
(Kennedy, 2004).  Much as researchers such as Boczkowski (2004a; 2004b) are calling 
for rigorous inquiries, this professional editor argues that the newspaper evolution toward 
digital practices needs more examination, more evaluation, more research. These are 
claims that provide justification for studies such as this.  
       
Research Design and Summary 
     As outlined earlier, this study seeks to better understand the relationships between two 
variables representing important measurements of newspaper performance and practice.  
The study compiles and correlates data from analyses of 195 U.S. daily newspapers from 
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a randomly selected sample of 204 newspapers with weekday circulations of 14,000 or 
more. (Nine papers were excluded, as explained in Chapter 4.) The first variable is 
termed Circulation Robustness, and it measures the rate of change of a newspaper’s 
penetration rate (total households divided by subscriptions) in the paper’s home county. 
This measure was produced through manipulation of data from the Audit Bureau of 
Circulation. The second variable, called Participatory Communication, was constructed 
through a quantitative content analysis. It captures the availability of structural features 
that promote participatory communication at newspapers’ online site. The study met its 
aim to discover whether the performance of the print medium had an influence on the 
adoption of practices often described as advancing digital journalism. The findings, 
showing a small but statistically significant relationship, provide useful and original 
baseline data that sheds light on how newspapers as a whole are making the critical 
passage from one medium to another and how individual papers are forging new kinds of 
relationships with their audience members.   
 
Organization of this Study 
 The following chapter carries a more thorough review of relevant literature and 
ideas, including key concepts, definitions, previous research, and, finally, the questions 
that guide the research design. Chapter 3 discusses the methods employed to 
systematically gather and interpret the study’s findings.  As noted, most of the methods 
are quantitative, relying on empirical procedures to ensure a fair and dispassionate data-
collecting system, although the content analysis also involved maintenance of a 
researcher diary to harvest specific examples. This was to provide a more discriminating 
understanding of how online structures operated in practice and to add depth to 
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interpretation. Following in Chapter 4 are the results of the data gathering and statistical 
calculations. These results reveal the findings of the examinations of newspapers’ 
circulation robustness as well as the extent of structures welcoming audience feedback – 
and of course the output of the correlation between the two. Finally, Chapter 5 offers 
conclusions on the context and implications of the results and also carries a discussion on 
future applications of digital news forms. Following that comes an analysis of the study’s 
limitations as well as a look at the potential for related research that might emerge in the 
future as a result of this and other studies.  
  
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 2 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 
 Because this is a study about newspapers’ adaptation of digital forms, this review 
of significant works will begin with a discussion of academic and theoretical works 
identifying and defining relevant online activities. This initial discussion is meant to help 
clarify issues that have emerged in works of theory and in related research studies, which 
will be reviewed later in this chapter. These related studies are similar to this research in 
their use of quantitative content analysis methods to survey Web site characteristics. 
They serve as important precursors for this study. This chapter also considers key 
conceptual works, some mentioned in the introductory chapter, that offer observations 
and explanations on the processes of change in mass media forms as new media 
technologies emerge to challenge traditional forms. The review leads toward a 
concluding set of research questions to guide the implementation of this study.   
 
Elements of Interactivity 
 Much has been written in the past decade in efforts to define the term interactivity 
because interactive functions are at the core of the digital revolution (Morris & Ogan, 1996; 
Newhagen & Rafaeli, 1966; Pavlik, 2001; Deuze, 2003) A reasonable starting point, which 
gives shape to the scope of this study, is the premise that interactivity should be held to be a 
communication process and not viewed even more broadly as a decision-making process. 
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This premise is based on works reviewed here. Even given this first step to confine this study 
to certain aspects of the communication process, however, the popular term interactivity has 
become too general to offer sufficient service in measuring newspaper adaptation online. For 
that reason, this study adopts a narrower view and focuses on one salient category of 
interactivity, which is the participatory function in which computer users share in the creation 
and flow of information.  The following discussion offers more detail.  
 Carrie Heeter was among the early scholars to examine computer-mediated 
interactivity, describing a range of issues (such as complexity of choice, responsiveness, 
effort, and ease of adding information) that defined the term (Heeter, 1989). A decade after 
her seminal work was published, though, she issued a new finding that the word had become 
so overused and over-generalized that its inclusion in references to new-media practices too 
often “muddles rather than clarifies” the speaker’s intent (Heeter, 2000). She called for more 
precision in word usage in order to salvage an important construct. This study heeds her 
advice.  
 The meaning of the term has migrated substantially today from earlier 
conceptualizations, but this should be expected given the advancements in digital technology 
over the same period of rapid innovation. Word meanings could not keep up. One of the first 
scholars to use the term interactivity to pin meaning on computer-mediated practices was 
Sheizaf Rafaeli, who appropriated the term in the late 1980s from the lexicon of researchers 
studying face-to-face communication (Rafaeli, 1988). Rafaeli was interested in how 
groupings, or communities, of computer uses began forming topical and social networks 
online. He and others (for example, Rafaeli & Sudweeks, 1998) examined whether people 
might achieve successful social interaction in computer-mediated communication. 
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Interactivity in that context was achieved when users engaged one another in meaningful, 
shared discussions, and not simply in reactions to other posted comments or information.  
(Rafaeli & Sudweeks, 1998). More to the point, the deeper interaction was seen as a 
distinctive process or mechanism that helped to produce a sense of community – a sense that 
a participatory site offered a social reward that made online communication worth the effort. 
This was posed in contrast to sites where interaction was not as deep. Of course, no 
community is likely to hold all participants for long periods of time, but the point was that 
deeper interactivity would lead to more cohesiveness.  Sites without that degree of 
communality would not fare as well. “Individuals may come, but they will not tarry.  While 
less interactive groups may be or become large, active or famous, they may be doomed to a 
rotating-door, shifting existence. In such groups, there could be many who stop to visit, but 
few would be netted to stay because the content offerings are reactive at best” (p. 188).   
 It is worth noting that such scholarly work was occurring when Usenet groups were 
the norm and before researchers had turned toward studies of the World Wide Web and, 
hence, toward news sites. As Kiousis (2002) points out, Rafaeli’s conception tended to limit 
an understanding of interactivity to person-to-person communication. It “does not highlight 
the elements of interactivity that other communication researchers find compelling – 
specifically, technological and individual factors” (2002, p. 360).  In his thorough work 
explicating the concept, Kiousis (2002) cites Steuer (1992) and Jensen (1998) among many 
others, to make the case that interactivity is a multidimensional construct that involves not 
simply a user’s processing of technological structures (or features) nor simply the 
complexities of feedback in interpersonal communication.  In fact, Kiousis (2002) offered a 
third leg to the conceptual stool. Referring to arguments that a user’s individual mindset 
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might affect the process, (Wu, 1999), he argued that user perceptions of the communication 
process also should be considered in operational definitions. He thus proposed a definition 
that recognizes that the degree of interactivity will depend on the interplay of the 
communication technology’s structures, the context of the communication, and the users’ 
perceptions about whether the mediated environment simulates the give-and-take of human 
communication (Kiousis, 2002, p. 372).  This definition is more expansive than Rafaeli’s and 
carries interactivity to more specific communicative functions than are often assumed in 
everyday conversation, where the term interactivity is used to describe, for example, active 
audience decision-making in terms of navigation, such as choosing which links to follow on 
a Web site.   
 McMillan (2002) adds more differentiations useful to this study by analyzing many 
of the interactive elements that have been inventoried in previous studies that examined Web 
sites.  In an observation that speaks plainly to this study, she says, “Generally, researchers 
who coded these features operated under the assumption that the more of these features were 
found in web-based communication, the more interactive the communication at that Web site 
was likely to be. However, it is also possible to divide these features into those that are used 
primarily to facilitate two-way communication and those that are designed to enhance the 
receiver’s control over communication” (McMillan, 2002, p. 278). Her argument is that 
researchers need to recognize the distinctions in approach between measuring interactivity as 
an implied product of the extent of interactive features available to users and, alternately, 
interactivity as measured through the recorded perceptions of users. She calls these feature-
based and perception-based models (p. 278).  
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  This study adopts the feature-based approach. In seeking to measure newspapers’ 
digital adaptations, it inventories sites for the existence of structural features, using the logic 
McMillan (2002) describes.  The features in this study are limited – more limited than in past 
studies – to those that promote a two-way or expanded flow of communication and ultimately 
what McMillan calls a “mutual discourse” (2002, p. 277). For the purpose of clarity, this 
study adopts more specific terms to describe this discursive function.   
 
Terms of Participation 
 To keep this inquiry at a manageable level for social scientific purposes, this study 
addresses one category of interactivity, that function tied to audience participation. It 
employs a more specific phrase, participatory communication, to describe that function. It 
represents the act of posting content in public spaces provided by digital news sites. 
Participatory is an accurate word, reflecting the primary function of creating and sharing 
communication. The latter term, communication, has a more general meaning for the reason, 
also mentioned in Chapter 1, that a significant amount of audience comment does not qualify 
as journalism. Bowman and Willis (2004), in their report advocating acceptance of shared 
discourse among journalists and audience members, insist that the result should be 
considered journalism. Hence, their term is participatory journalism, which they define this 
way:  “The act of a citizen, or group of citizens, playing an active role in the process of 
collecting, reporting, analyzing and disseminating news and information. The intent of this 
participation is to provide independent, reliable, accurate, wide-ranging and relevant 
information that a democracy requires” (Bowman & Willis, 2004, p. 9).   
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Others, too, have insisted on depicting participatory content as journalism, 
especially as the digital movement has accelerated in the past two years.  Prominent 
advocates and weblog authors such as Dan Gillmor (2004; 2005) and Jay Rosen (2004) 
have pushed the term citizen journalism to capture and popularize the cumulative effects 
of the works of individuals unaffiliated with news organizations. Their claim is that this 
networked citizenry, now with the digital tools to involve themselves in public 
discussions, tips the balance in knowledge away from journalists and toward the greater 
group of audience members. Gillmor, for example, popularized the notion that as a 
technology columnist for the San Jose Mercury News, he needed to open his weblog to 
users because on most issues, they knew more than he (2004). Thus, he was not just 
seeking participation but information. In a widely-cited 2004 passage from Rosen’s own 
authoritative weblog, the New York University professor suggested that Gillmor was 
ahead of his time.  He wrote:  
The audience always knew more than the journalist about a great many things, but 
it didn’t have a network for pulling its scattered self together. The public needed 
the press to know for it. These are the foundations of a professionalized press. 
 
That was then. Gillmor saw, long before others in his profession, that once an 
effective horizontal network (the Web) arrived, professional journalism had a 
natural competitor. It’s not that blogs will suddenly rise up and ‘replace’ the 
traditional media in the market to inform the public.  
 
It’s that blogging is only one part of a larger development – citizen’s media – that 
forces smart people in the press to confront the paradox of the self-informing 
public, previously thought to exist only at the level of the primordial village” 
(Rosen, 2004).  
 
            In the view of these advocates then, citizen journalism rings true as a term that 
highlights the grass roots initiative in joining what Gillmor (2005) famously terms a media 
“conversation” among journalists and other active participants in online public discourse.  
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For Rosen, notably, his interest in this movement grows from his earlier involvement in a 
related initiative termed civic or public journalism, which emphasized citizen participation in 
news professionals’ decisions about issue salience in their communities to address and 
resolve important issues (Rosen & Merritt, 1994)).  Certainly, the fundamental premise of 
journalistic engagement is the same for both, only the notion of community has expanded 
from place to space.  
 The reverberation of meaning in the choice of citizen does not please every new 
media advocate, though. Writing in a recent issue of Harvard University’s Nieman Reports 
focused on participatory content,  Steven Safron (2006) argues for the tamer title of 
participatory journalism, claiming that citizen hints too strongly at a self-congratulatory 
outcome.  Another professional involved with the civic journalism movement as a program 
administrator, Jan Schaffer (2005), disdains the use of journalism, saying that too much user-
generated comment – a phrase she prefers – is reactive to merit a blanket journalistic 
depiction.   
 This study takes a similarly conservative approach. To characterize all shared 
content as journalism seems to this author as too idealistic for the period studied, which ends 
in the summer of 2004. The term journalism offers too much credibility to comments that 
may not, indeed, have such lofty intentions as Bowman and Willis (2004) propose.  A 
passing word in a hallway, even in a newsroom, does not qualify as journalism, and neither 
do many of the idle and self-reflective postings that appear on discussion forums and 
weblogs. More often than not, for example, the user-submitted photos found on newspaper 
Web sites in this study lacked journalistic purpose, a situation for which site editors are as 
much responsible as those who submitted the shots. On a macro level, the product of all 
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postings might be held as journalism in the aggregate; this is the primary argument of those 
who prefer the term. But evoking Heeter’s (2000) words, this study prefers not to 
unnecessarily muddle the meaning of journalism and so favors the more neutral and general 
selection of participatory communication as a form of mass communication content.  
 There are counter-arguments worth noting. Certainly, not every passage in a print 
newspaper qualifies as journalism, either. Nor do all printed news reports serve equally 
important roles in serving public needs. A content analysis of newspaper reports searching 
terms such as Tom Cruise or Paris Hilton would provide suitable evidence that commonly 
accepted notions of journalism involve great amounts of wiggle room. Another argument 
involves timing. If this study dealt with data collected in 2006, a moment in time in which 
blogging, especially, is far more popular than in 2004, the use of participatory or citizen 
journalism would be more appropriate. In the context of this study, however, the terms 
should fit the conditions as much as possible.  
 Just as Fidler (1997) sought a synthesized word to best describe a process, this new 
digitially driven function of online participation may need a newly constructed word. In the 
online world, a posting describes the willful act of sharing content, from a visual image to a 
Web site to an email message, by submitting the content to a Web site. To emphasize the act 
of posting on a news site for the explicit purpose of joining in discourse centered around the 
news – of participating – this study proposes the term, participosting. Here is a word that 
carries the admirable trait of having no other meaning.  It is advanced here but not used out 
of concern that it might distract from rather than enhance the inquiry. Behind this proposal is 
the point that semantics necessarily lag innovation. New terms eventually will be mobilized, 
compromised, and appropriated to carry new meanings and describe new practices. There is 
 
 
26 
something to be said for the invention of new words as a means to provide accurate meanings 
and to avoid the eventual fuzziness that Heeter (2000) decried in the overuse of interactivity.   
 To clarify, participatory communication is used here to refer to the posting of 
words and images at newspaper online sites as means of joining in discourse around the 
information published by news organizations. It also is the term assigned to one of the two 
key variables described in Chapter 3. Worth emphasizing again here in this section on the 
bounds of this research is a note that this study does not include email messaging as part of 
participatory communication. The reason is because email, as used on news sites, is almost 
exclusively adopted as a one-to-one function and is rarely a vehicle for publicly shared 
communication. As such, it does not necessarily expand or promote mutual discourse. There 
are occasions in this study when email was used as one step in sending content to news sites 
for distribution in a one-to-many process. But unlike in many previous studies, the 
availability of email as a separate feature of interactive communication is not a focus of this 
study.  
 
Digital Journalism 
The practices of newspaper journalism have changed, but the essential print form 
of newspapers has been remarkably stable in the United States for more than 200 years.  
Digital journalism remains so new, however, that scholars such as Kevin Kawamoto 
(2003) are only recently seeking to define its functions. His definition serves as a worthy 
basis for this study. He terms digital journalism as “The use of digital technologies to 
research, produce, and deliver (or make accessible) news and information to an 
increasingly computer-literate audience” (2003, p. 4). This definition assumes a 
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mediamorphosis in the making. It captures the reality that digitization already is part of 
the newsmaking process, even in traditional media. It then extends the use of digital 
media to forms of presentation and delivery – areas that give online news sites 
opportunities not available to newspapers.  Mention of “an increasingly computer-literate 
audience” implies that digital journalism does not yet reach everyone and, in fact, carries 
its own requirements for technical skills. This is the way of media revolution. Fidler 
(1997), citing Paul Saffo (1992) and Everett Rogers (1986), says that media revolutions 
occur according to a “relatively consistent pattern of accelerated development” that 
usually take about 30 years to achieve popular consumption ( p. 9).  Access remains one 
issue, economics another. Kawamoto says digital news is fast becoming essential but 
cautions that, "The financial viability of digital media remains a lingering concern with 
no easy answers” (p. 24).  Indeed, another scholar, Eric Bucy (2005), has argued that 
access by itself is insufficient as members of the public need sufficient levels of skills and 
cultural context to use computers and the Web in productive manners.  
 Kawamoto identifies six elements of digital journalism. They are (1) 
hypertextuality, the “linking and layering” of information in nonlinear, hierarchical 
structures; (2) interactivity; (3) nonlinearity, a “flexible ordering system of information” 
built on the conveniences of hypertextuality; (4) multimedia; (5) convergence, the 
“melding or blurring of historically discrete technologies and services,” and (6) 
customization, the ability to shape demand-driven content (2003, p. 4). While all of these 
elements necessarily are part of any online news site, this study’s scope requires a narrow 
focus on an important sub-category of interactivity, participatory communication. 
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The technological grounding of online features of participatory communication 
provide for their uses. These features are software-driven programs often accessible via 
links on a news site’s menu bars or via graphic displays. In all cases, these features 
provide means for audience members to post text or images intended for a broad 
audience. In essence, the spaces allow users to comment, correct, argue, prod, joke, 
supplement, complain, compliment, or more generally, simply to express themselves. 
They are, by nature of the technology, non-hierarchical spaces where users often do not 
identify themselves by their real names. This fits what scholars (Granovetter, 1983; Lin, 
2001; Wellman, 2001; Wellman & Gulia, 1999) have said about computer-mediated 
networking in general – it is characterized by horizontal and loose social ties that allow 
users to exchange social capital. Wellman and Gulia (1999) also emphasize that social 
networking online is not a fundamentally different practice from networking in other 
social arenas. “The limited evidence available suggests that the ties people develop and 
maintain in cyberspace are much like most of their ‘real life’ community ties: 
intermittent, specialized and varying in strength” (p. 16). These conditions allow for the 
successful exchange of ideas and information as well as the construction and maintenance 
of reputations and identities. All involve social capital. Some theorists boldly claim that 
Web sites in general promise to increase social rewards by providing infinitely greater 
linkages promoting everything from the trade in ideas to commerce. Says Lin: “I suggest 
that indeed we are witnessing a revolutionary rise of social capital, as represented by 
cybernetworks. In fact, we are witnessing a new era in which social capital will soon 
supersede personal capital in significance and effect” (2001, p. 215).  
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Howard Rheingold (1998; 2000) has been a leading advocate for the notion that, 
under the right conditions, online networking can lead to the creation of virtual 
communities where computer-users in dispersed locations can nevertheless build useful 
and fruitful relationships. Others have shared similar visions about the promise of online 
networking with the news. One describes “a consumer-oriented service that recreates not 
the newspaper's content but its historical role online – a town square, citizen resource, 
community forum and civic glue” (Burnstein & Kline, 1995, p. 241).  
  Seeking to apply such notions to online news sites, Cassandra Imfeld and Scott 
(2003) questioned how effectively newspapers are engendering such community-building 
at their sites as a means of becoming a civic meeting place in cyberspace. The study, 
based on an analysis of discussion board structures at 47 newspaper sites, concluded that 
the activity overall had yet to live up to its promise. Online news communities were still 
very much “under construction” (p. 22).  They also noted that online communities 
revolving around news were, in contrast to other, more benign examples of social 
networking, likely to be characterized by “the impulsive charms of free speech” (p. 22).    
Justifications for participatory communication.  Granted that conditions are such 
that newspapers must continue to migrate onto the Web, why should they bother with 
participatory communication? Four main reasons harvested from the literature are: (1) to 
bolster the number and duration of visits to news sites; (2) to help make online sites 
marketable and profitable; (3) to improve and expand the flows of information on their 
sites; and (4) to promote democratic discourse by turning online news sites into meeting 
points serving as public spaces for information, opinion, and expression. The first two 
reasons have direct commercial implications, although one can argue that the third and 
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fourth offer indirect benefits to the economic sustenance of an online site. The third 
speaks to efforts to improve journalistic functions. The last promotes – and even 
improves upon – the public-service orientation that serves as a fundamental calling for 
professional journalists in the United States.  
 One continuing issue today is whether the various forms of participatory 
communication, as practiced, can achieve these goals. This is the sobering counter-
argument to proponents of citizen journalism. What if, despite the optimism of 
proponents, the cumulative effect of user-produced content offers little more than a 
disorganized mish-mash of undeveloped and unconnected ideas to the public arena? As 
mentioned above, previous analyses have found that many sites have not developed to 
mature levels. Experts (Outing, 2000; Katz & Rice, 2002; Palser, 2002) have observed 
that, at many sites, discussion forums and other interactive operations are not popular or 
are just too wild – full of oddball or  sophomoric comments -- to be of much value.  
 Editors and site managers at some of the larger news organizations, however, 
are not giving up. They are moving to adopt newer, more managed functions that they 
believe can satisfy their initial goals. Implicit in their reasoning is the belief, common 
among Web experts, that today’s Web users have grown to prefer and expect sites 
offering interactivity as means for social networking, information exchange, and self-
expression (Poster, 1995; Rheingold, 2000; Turkle, 2000; Wellman, 2001).   
 Some online editors already are claiming success. “Community makes up at 
least a third of our traffic. It is hugely popular,” said Jeff Jarvis, the former president and 
creative director of Advance.net, a part of Advance publications that operates, among 
other things, The Oregonian, Parade Magazine, and Condé Nast publications (Stirland, 
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2003). Martin Nisenholtz, CEO of New York Times Digital, also reported that even in 
early forms, participatory efforts were yielding important results and patterns. He said: “I 
think some of our most loyal users are users of our forums. . . . They generate a lot of 
page views outside of the forums, which is very important for our business model” 
(Stirland, 2003). Such evidence from key online players helps at the least to offer 
suggestions that participatory comment serves useful purposes in expanding user interests 
in news sites. For a mediamorphosis to move ahead, as Kawamoto (2003) noted, the 
business model must work.  
Current features for participatory communication. Discussion forums (or boards) 
are one common feature inviting audience postings.  Similar to bulletin boards, they 
provide templates where users can read and post comments on continuing discussion 
threads.  As previous studies (Gubman & Greer, 1997; Imfeld & Scott, 2003; Zeng & Li, 
2003) found, such forums vary in size and design from site to site. 
The same is true for features offering users the chance to take part in live 
conversations, called chat. In some cases, the feature is little more than a text box where 
users can key in virtually any comment on any topic. In other, more sophisticated 
applications, chats are focused on special topics and might be arranged for particular 
times and dates with an online host to guide the conversation. In a highly managed form, 
the chat function is put to work at some sites to solicit questions and comments for guests 
– newsmakers or journalists – much like live radio programs seek input from callers.  
 Weblogs have recently gained much scholarly and industry attention as a form 
with applications for journalism. In their report heralding the virtues of  “participatory 
journalism,” Bowman and Willis (2004) call blogs “the most active and surprising form 
 
 
32 
of this participation. . . . giving anyone with the right talent and energy the ability to be 
heard far and wide on the Web” (p. 8). Indeed, a technical advantage of the weblog is that 
it can be both autonomous and shared. A person who learns the rudiments of the software 
commands can create a blog and then aim to integrate it into a network characterized by 
cross-postings with other blogs. News sites by 2004 were beginning to host blogs 
produced by the organization’s own journalists. The Sacramento Bee’s site earned early 
attention for political reporter Daniel Weintraub’s well-known jottings on gubernatorial 
races and on the minutiae of California politics.  News sites also can promote and provide 
links to blogs produced by others with no direct affiliation to the site. 
         As these forms continue to develop, they sprout new versions. Some news sites 
have offered templates in the form of open blogs where users can post almost any kind of 
comments, from notes about coverage to utilitarian posts announcing class reunions.  
Other sites now invite users to post their self-produced digital images on what are called 
photo blogs or simply photo spaces. While the quality of these photos remains an issue, 
the fact that audience members can share their work online – at the same site where more 
traditional forms of news are presented – represents an expansion in the participatory 
nature of digital news.  
 Implications for participatory communication.  All of these examples of 
participatory activity lead to the same cumulative effect: an expansion of audience 
participation with the news and at the news. Bowman and Willis (2004) argue for a 
redefinition of journalism that embraces new alliances between audience members and 
journalists. In this new form, the journalistically produced news is simply part of a wider 
process; the flow has shifted from essentially one way to multiple ways. If news 
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organizations are going to become more open to the direct involvement of their audiences 
– as they must, say the authors – the organizations should accept that digital technology 
will eventually nurture systems with continuous flows. Both journalists and audience 
members will interact with the other to create, to supplement, to comment and then to re-
create, re-supplement, re-comment, in a dynamic process of interchange. The authors 
write:  “If media companies are going to collaborate with their audiences online, they 
must begin to consider a news and information Web site as a platform that supports social 
interaction around the stories they create. These interactions are as important as the 
narrative, perhaps more so, because they are created and owned by the audience. In a 
networked world, media whose primary value lies in its ability to connect people will 
win” (2004, p. 53).   
            This vision represents an ideal for digital journalism at a mature level – where the 
act of the connection becomes as fundamentally valid as the meaning of the message. 
Such a point might represent the completion of the mediamorphosis of traditional media 
into the digital world. The depiction, however, skips over most of the practical decisions 
about adapting that would occur in the transition. These are the decisions to be made not 
only by the executives of news organizations but also by news consumers, who would 
need to develop more sophisticated means for vetting reports and measuring the 
credibility of reports posted in this free-flowing world of information. The tools for doing 
so presumably would continue to improve to accelerate the changeover.  
            Such a shift represents a significant variation from traditional methods and 
theoretical understandings. Conventional theory about media effects, from the two-step 
theory (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955) to agenda-setting (McCombs & Shaw, 1972) to 
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cultivation theory (Gerbner & Gross, 1976), presumes a one-way media flow, often 
supplemented with interpersonal communication.  Effects occur as a consequence of the 
ways content (along with other human contact) influences audience members. Two-way 
or multiple flows require new conceptions of audiences actively negotiating with content 
– at times seeking to supplement or revise it, other times aiming to create it.  
             One area of mass communication theory where scholars have lately refreshed an 
interest as a result of digitization is in the concept of gatekeeping. This theory, too, began 
as a depiction of how professional editors subjectively selected the kinds of news deemed 
suitable for an audience (White, 1950). It portrayed a one-way scenario where individual 
judgments, routines, and newsroom socialization helped to explain how news 
organizations filtered the content directed to consumers. But the shift toward digital 
applications has prompted theorists to consider more elastic notions of journalistic 
gatekeeping. Jane Singer (1998; 2001), a leading researcher in this area, has pushed for 
redefinitions of journalistic control, suggesting that previous one-way depictions no 
longer capture the reality of the selection process. William Cassidy (2003), in a recent 
work considering editing functions at both traditional and online news sites, finds 
gatekeeping a more complex process than traditionally described. Bowman and Willis 
(2004), in their advocacy of blogging and other participatory functions, assert that 
traditional media have too long viewed themselves as “central nodes in the information 
network, with the power to control the ebb and flow of news” (2004, p. 56). In a digital 
landscape, they say, that function no longer works.  
             Other recent works focused on journalistic trends call for a less extreme revision 
in gatekeeping, but a revision nonetheless. Authors of The State of the News Media 2004 
 
 
35 
accept that journalistic control over information flows is shifting but remains crucial in a 
digital arena where the increase in participation puts a premium on the function of sense-
making.  Says the report: “The journalists’ role as intermediary, editor, verifier and 
synthesizer is weakening, and citizens do have more power to be proactive with the news. 
But most people will likely do so only episodically. And the proliferation of the false and 
misleading makes the demand for the journalist as referee, watchdog and interpreter all 
the greater” (2004).  If the Bowman and Willis report depicts an ideal for gatekeeping at 
the end of mediamorphosis, this latter work seeks to depict the need for gradual changes 
at the start. Certainly, the conclusion drawn from all of these works fits Boczkowski’s 
(2004) argument that, in response to the digital revolution, news organizations must 
reconsider how news is conceived and presented. And the new conception must involve 
the influence of audience members. In general, then, the arrival of more audience 
participation, whether integrated into news sites or published separately in independent 
forms (such as blogs) commenting on the news, presents theorists with the exciting 
opportunity to reconsider an older theory under relevant new terms.  
 
Theories on Media Technology Change 
A significant question in this developing era of digitization is how established or 
traditional media forms adapt as newer forms come along.  Current theorists have offered 
valuable depictions, each providing distinctive points. Shaw (1991) provides an allusion 
to the lives of media technologies, each progressing through stages of youth, maturity, 
and old age. In his conception (see also Shaw, Hamm & Knott, 2000), media forms enjoy 
periods of dominance but then are replaced by newer forms that are more compelling for 
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the needs of the audiences of the later era. Lehman-Wilzig and Cohen-Avigdor (2004) 
have more recently expanded on this notion of a media life-cycle, proposing six stages. 
They are birth, penetration, growth, maturity, self-defense, and then one of three 
outcomes: adaptation, convergence or obsolescence.  The authors also imply that, just as 
the deceased pass along genes and characteristics, thus playing a role in the continued 
survival and adaptation of later generations, so too do dying media technologies lend 
successful elements that will continue to exist in adapted forms.  Fidler (1997), the 
inventer of the term, mediamorphosis, offers a reductive view: Challenged by new 
technologies, a medium either changes or dies. But he intimated that most change. 
Dimmick (2003) focuses on the direction of the change, arguing that older traditional 
media seek out safe niches.   
Taken as a whole, these theories generally agree in three areas:  (1)  media 
technologies exist in stages that develop in opposition to other technologies, (2)  their 
adaptations occur as a response to the threat of newer forms, and (3)  despite the 
possibility of death, most traditional forms manage to co-exist in adapted roles alongside 
newer and more powerful technologies.  All of these theories take long views of media 
transition, as they should, and offer mostly predictions about how they apply to changes 
coming from the digital revolution.  The have been tested mostly against analog change, 
as in the examples mentioned in this document’s introduction: magazine and radio 
adaptations to the arrival of television. Or they have addressed early and basic effects of 
digital media on similar platforms, such as the influence of cable television programming 
on traditional terrestrial television. But what of the high stakes morphing of printed 
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newspapers into digital versions consumed on electronic screens? This study offers the 
chance to explore the existing theories in a new context.  
 
Previous Studies 
              Prior to this inquiry, several other researchers have conducted research studies 
involving content analyses of news sites.  Several authors (Gubman & Greer, 1997; Schultz, 
1999; Lin & Jeffres, 2001; Massey & Levy, 2002; Schultz, 2002, Zaharopolous, 2003; Zeng 
& Li, 2003; Imfeld & Scott, 2005) authors have applied what McMillan (2002) termed the 
feature-based approach, analyzing news sites for interactive structural features. Table 2.1 on 
the following page summarizes key points of previous studies. Many of the studies involved 
similar approaches to this one by charting features considered to be representative of a web-  
based presentation of the news. In several cases, the research goal was to explore – and here 
the discussion returns to Heeter (2000) – that problematic concept of interactivity.  Because  
interactivity is a broad construct, the means of operationalizing the content analyses required 
a wider scope, wider than for this study. Most, for example, inventoried the existence of 
email links, and some included user polls, where the extent of interactivity was clicking on a 
button – an activity that falls short of this study’s definition of participatory communication. 
Some studies (Schultz, 1999; Zeng & Li, 2003; Zaharopolous, 2003) found preliminary 
linkages between newspaper circulation size and forms of interactivity at news sites, 
noting that larger newspapers were adapting online more quickly. In those studies, 
however, researchers looked generally at one static number, the overall figure for paid 
circulation. This study departs from that approach by being among the first to involve  
Table 2.1   
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    Summary of previous studies using feature-based content analyses of news sites 
 
Authors Year Features Sample 
Size 
Subject Findings 
 
Gubman  
& Greer 
 
1997 
 
Email, 
discussion 
boards 
   
83 
 
Online 
newspapers 
 
Circulation size 
influences 
‘sophistication’ 
of interactivity 
 
Schultz 1999 Email, chat, 
polls, 
discussion 
boards 
 
100 Online 
newspapers 
Positive 
relationship      
w/ circulation 
Lin & Jeffres 2001 Email, chat, 
letters, 
bulletin 
boards 
 
422 Newspaper, 
radio & TV 
Web sites 
Market size 
irrelevant 
Massey  
& Levy 
2002 Index of 
interactivity 
     5 Asian online 
newspapers 
Minimal 
audience 
participation 
 
Zaharopolous 2003 Email, chat, 
message 
boards, polls, 
letters 
 
142 Online 
newspapers 
Positive 
relationship       
w/ circulation 
Zeng & Li 2003 Email, 
forums, 
comments, 
hyperlinks 
 
106 Online 
newspapers 
Influence from 
circulation size 
and years on 
Web 
  
Imfeld  
& Scott 
2005 Discussion 
boards only 
 47 Online 
newspapers 
No relationship      
w/ circulation 
  
Meyer’s (2004) more complex measure of performance, termed circulation robustness, 
which offers a more relevant measure of a newspaper’s performance over a period of 
time.  It will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 3. Sample sizes varied widely, with as 
many as 422 news sites in one study and as few as 5 in another.  Sampling strategies 
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ranged from stratified samples (Imfeld & Scott, 2005) to a convenience sample of 
English-language newspaper sites in East Asia (Massey & Levy, 2002) to selection of a 
list of the largest newspapers in the country, by circulation size (Schultz, 1999).  
 Compared with previous works, a defining point in this study is its narrower focus 
on participatory elements.  Almost all of the previous studies sought to inventory wider 
ranges of online interactivity, which included practices such as use of email, availability of 
hyperlinks, and opportunities to click on an icon to vote in an online opinion exercise.  This 
study differs from the previous efforts in regarding the construct of interactivity as too broad 
to define today in a valid, operational way. The intent here is to tighten the research spotlight 
and to measure use of a more discrete but significant category representing digital adaptation. 
        This study thus benefits greatly in terms of approaches, methods and findings of these 
previous studies. But this research was designed to explore newspapers’ online innovations at 
a more specific level, applying a more refined variable to measure print performance and 
examining only those features that involve user comments and feedback meant for multiple 
readers at the one-to-many level. This study also is built upon, but is much more extensive 
than, the scholarship carried out in a previous work with co-author Cassandra Imfeld (Imfeld 
& Scott, 2005). That study found little relationship between newspaper circulation size and 
the online structuring of one specific kind of participatory communication – the discussion 
board.  
 
Research Questions 
 
Research questions shape the design of a study.  The questions listed below derive 
from the previous discussions and give shape to the research methods described in the 
following chapter. They are intended to develop more precise understandings than were 
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possible in preceding and often exploratory works. Those studies have considered 
relationships of newspaper circulation to interactivity, but they did not provide 
compelling evidence for expectations of a direction of a relationship in a narrower 
inquiry such as this one, where the focus is on one form, rather than an index, of 
interactivity. While it is tantalizing to presume positive movement between circulation 
robustness and participatory communication, past studies do not support specific 
hypotheses. Given the uncertainty of the outcome, then, this study proposes a set of 
research questions that allow for discovery and do not presume the direction of a 
relationship.  
The research questions are ordered to make chronological sense and are presented 
in past tense to reflect the study’s aim to capture results from a specific time period. The 
first two questions establish separate sets of results. 
 
RQI:   What was the status of circulation robustness, individually and as a whole, 
           for U.S. daily newspapers in 2004?  
 
RQII:  How frequently were specific online features promoting participatory 
           communication found at U.S. newspaper Web sites in 2004?  
 
The preceding two questions are then applied in the third question, which seeks an 
understanding of a relationship between the two. Although the first two questions are 
meant to provide important amounts of information quite on their own, this third question 
represents the larger attempt of the study, as reflected in its title, to map the 
mediamorphosis occurring in the newspaper industry during the study period.  
This question specifically inquires about the influence of one finding on the other 
– of circulation robustness on audience participation. This simply reflects what the 
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literature clearly suggests: the movement is from the traditional media to online versions.  
And because this question assumes movement, it also specifies that the participatory 
communication should be measured at the end of the period in which circulation 
robustness is captured.  Chapter 3 offers more details on how this timing worked.  
       RQIII:  To what extent did the status of U.S. newspaper circulation robustness in  
                    2004 influence the existence of features of participatory communication at 
                    newspapers’ online sites at the conclusion of the same time period?  
 
 
        The first three questions required quantitative methods to resolve. The fourth 
question was more open-ended and was designed to integrate findings in the form of 
examples and observations from the online content analysis. This question is less 
demanding of systematic research methods but it is included as a means of supplementing 
the study with illustrative material to reveal examples that help to clarify use and 
function.  This enrichment is important because it helps to provide context where a 
quantitative content analysis can not.   
        RQIV:  What kinds of variation existed in the actual forms and structures of 
         features promoting participatory communication, and how were those  
         features used?  
 
        As indicated, each of these questions implies the use of certain types of research 
methods to achieve a set of valid and verifiable findings. The following chapter explains 
the many aspects and implications of this study’s research design and implementation.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 3 
 
METHODS 
 
This study seeks to explicate a theoretical construct, the process of 
mediamorphosis, through varied methods. The study design calls for research methods 
that involve a series of strategic steps to arrive at empirical findings that address the 
research questions listed in the preceding pages. The main steps are quantitative and thus 
aim at ensuring a scientific treatment to promote valid and reliable results. The study 
design heeds the advice of Kimberly Neuendorf (2002), whose book on content analysis 
– one of the methods used here – calls for approaches that supplement descriptive results 
with additional findings that help to identify relationships and explanations. Such layered 
studies, says Neuendorf, enable researchers to draw more appropriate inferences by 
collating results with other empirical data (2002, p. 61). In this study, the methodological 
stages begin with the selection of a generous sample of U.S. newspapers, followed by 
three more steps. The first addressed traditional, or print, newspapers. It involves creation 
of a variable measuring the performances of newspapers according to their success in 
developing and maintaining a base of paid subscribers. This variable is termed 
Circulation Robustness. The second step analyzes the manifest content posted at online 
newspaper sites to produce a variable measuring the extent of features at newspaper Web 
sites that promote the participation of audience members in adding content to the sites. 
This variable, achieved through a content analysis, is appropriately termed Participatory 
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Communication. The third step is to correlate the two measures to achieve a ratio that 
helps to illuminate the relationship between the two – that casts light on the question of 
whether the status of a newspaper’s print performance influences the degree of 
participatory features in the paper’s digital medium. These steps seek to reveal an 
important aspect of mediamorphosis as newspapers move from the dictates of ink on 
newsprint to the new realities of pixels on electronic screens. Put another way, these steps 
provide for a means of inquiring about the transition from a traditional medium in which 
only journalists control keyboards to a new, digital medium where virtually every user 
can interact via a keyboard. Accordingly, the following sections in this chapter detail the 
sampling strategies, data-collection and measurement systems, and statistical methods 
used to produce the findings that will be reported in Chapter 4. Since the selection of the 
sample was a requisite for the steps to follow, this discussion turns to an explanation of 
that process.  
 
Study Sample 
To achieve accurate and replicable findings, this study sought to apply the principles 
of random selection in drawing a sample of daily newspapers in the United States. 
Randomization, when applied with a large enough sample, is a preferred method for ensuring 
that a sample reasonably represents the characteristics of the population as a whole (Riffe, 
1998, p. 91; Creswell, 2003, p. 164). However, simple randomization is problematic with the 
population of U.S. daily newspapers because the distribution is highly skewed toward those 
papers with small numbers of subscribers. Although the largest newspapers gain most 
exposure and examination, papers with more than 100,000 subscriptions are relatively rare. 
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According to 2003 figures from the Audit Bureau of Circulation, 110 daily newspapers 
achieved that level of paid circulation. Because of this imbalance, some of the previous 
studies (Schultz, 1999; Imfeld & Scott, 2005) mentioned in the preceding chapter notably did 
not seek complete randomization in sampling strategies. They often chose to build stratified 
samples aimed at guaranteeing the inclusion of more newspapers with large circulations. The 
researchers then applied random selection within each stratum. Some built even more 
parsimony into their sampling approaches by selecting relatively small samples (Massey & 
Levy, 1999; Schultz, 2002). This study departs from those previous studies in employing 
random selection to a larger extent.  
Random selection is important here because of the nature of the research questions 
and the level of sophistication in the variable measuring circulation robustness. This study 
asks about the pattern of change in newspapers as a whole. Moreover, the circulation 
robustness variable is based less on circulation size (a measure used in previous studies) than 
on circulation change over a period of time. These considerations reduce the need to capture 
a relatively unequal sampling of larger papers and so limit the requirement for a stratified 
sample. Rather, a sample that reflects the actual distribution of the population can be 
expected to offer the most accurate and useful results.  
This study, however, does make one important concession in its sampling strategy to 
omit all daily papers with paid circulations of less than 14,000. This is a substantial omission, 
since (because of the skewed population toward small-circulation papers – it excludes almost 
half of the population of daily newspapers. However, it also acknowledges a reality in U.S. 
newspaper journalism that the preponderance of small-circulation dailies have limited 
resources to operate online sites. The decision to exclude these small dailies was made after 
 
 
45 
pre-testing and analysis indicated that newspapers below the cut-off line were highly unlikely 
to operate Web sites with the capabilities to provide any kind of participatory features. In 
fact, a previous study (Imfeld & Scott, 2005) found that newspapers in the last quarter, in 
terms of circulation size, rarely had the most basic participatory features, and many had no 
Web sites at all. Thus, this research works from the premise that the smallest newspapers, 
because of limited resources, were simply not engaged at the time of the content analysis in a 
process of mediamorphosis. They were excluded in an attempt to ensure a more valid reading 
of the process under scrutiny.  
The sample for this study was determined by use of systematic random selection from 
the Audit Bureau of Circulation’s 2003 ranking of daily newspapers. Every third general-
circulation daily newspaper on the ABC list was assigned to the sample. To ensure equal 
probability, the selection process was initiated by picking a randomly selected number that 
corresponded to a newspaper on the list. In all, the sample comprises 204 daily newspapers. 
Appendix A provides a full list of the sample.  
Four national newspapers were excluded from the sample: USA Today, The New York 
Times, The Washington Post, and The Wall Street Journal. Although these papers certainly 
would have provided some of the more advanced examples of participatory content, they 
were omitted because their national circulation reach rendered the newspapers incompatible 
with the variable for circulation robustness. The variable was based on the primacy of 
circulation strength in a newspaper’s home county. Even though these national newspapers 
do not figure in this study’s statistical findings, their roles in the ongoing mediamorphosis 
nevertheless require some discussion. Accordingly, the papers are mentioned in this study’s 
 
 
46 
final chapter examining the implications of the evolution online. Next comes a more detailed 
explanation of circulation robustness.  
 
Step One: Circulation Robustness 
The first step was to create a measure of circulation robustness. This involved 
gathering data from the Audit Bureau of Circulation, a standard arbiter of circulation figures, 
for penetration rates reported for 2000 and again in 2003. Moving away from the popular 
reliance on a total circulation figure as an independent variable, this study aimed to adopt the 
more sophisticated approach of Meyer (2004a). He argues that these overall circulation totals 
can be misleading since publishers may willingly abandon (or simply neglect) subscribers in 
faraway zones. He maintains that a more justifiable measure of circulation strength should 
focus on a newspaper’s local turf, its home county, where organizations traditionally 
cultivate some of their highest concentrations of readers (Meyer & Zhang, 2002; Meyer, 
2004a). It follows that because the home county is the core of the newspaper’s reader base, it 
serves as a more valid demographic segment to reflect actual audience support, in the form of 
paid subscriptions. Meyer further argues that circulation totals offer less illumination than do 
rates of penetration, an industry statistic calculated by dividing the total number of 
households by the total paid circulation. He then derived a measure termed circulation 
robustness by calculating the differences in penetration rates in home counties over a period 
of time (Meyer & Zhang, 2002; Meyer, 2004a). This capacity to measure a distinct data point 
over time is yet another strength of Meyer’s variable and another reason to apply it here. This 
study, then, applies Meyer’s (2004a) approach by drawing upon and reconstructing ABC data 
providing the home-county penetration rates for each of the 204 newspapers in the study’s 
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sample. In their study examining circulation robustness and newspaper credibility, Meyer & 
Zhang (2002) calculated the rate of change in penetration rates for a group of 24 newspapers 
from 1995 to 2000. This study examines the same kind of rate of change in penetration rates 
reported to the bureau in 2000 and again in 2003. 
Compiling the data was a large undertaking. It involved a systematic process that 
began with a requirement to identify the home counties for all newspapers in the sample. 
Next came a time-intensive effort to build a data base to capture circulation robustness. This 
was created by transferring the penetration rates for the newspaper’s home county from 
several spread sheets of 2000 and 2003 data of circulation and penetration rates for all 
counties. These spread sheets, purchased from the audit bureau, each carried as many as 
12,000 lines of information. The measure of circulation robustness for each sampled 
newspaper was then calculated by conducting a simple analysis of variance that compared 
the 2000 and 2003 penetration rates. The result is a rather clear and simple indicator of the 
newspaper’s performance. Again, this measure does not focus on the number of readers but 
rather on the rate of change in its penetration in the most crucial portion of its market. For 
newspapers of any size (above 17,000 circulation), this measure reveals a significant trend of 
consumer response. In this study, the measure indicates whether during the start of the 
decade more or fewer readers were buying the newspapers in the sample. The following 
chapter reports the results.  
 
Step Two: Participatory Communication 
The second step was to conduct a quantitative content analysis of the Web sites of the 
204 newspapers in the sample with the aim of identifying the existence of features promoting 
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participatory communication. Methodologically, this step is at the heart of the study. Because 
of that, and because the application of content analysis to online news sites poses special 
considerations, it is useful to explore the method here along with its application in this 
research.  
Content analysis strengths. As with most other methodological tools, content analysis 
offers an assortment of benefits and limitations. Its strength in this case is its capacity to 
provide a systematic, rule-based means of unobtrusively exploring online content without 
intervening in the communication process and perhaps biasing an outcome (Berelson, 1952; 
Riffe, Lacy & Fico, 1998; Neuendorf, 2002). Data collection in a content analysis almost by 
definition must occur after the fact of the content production, except perhaps when recording 
a live broadcast event. This underscores the assertion that, in content analysis, the content 
(such as printed text) should avoid investigators’ biases (Wimmer & Dominick, 1997, p. 112) 
and be unaffected by a media producer’s conscious self-reporting of the type required of 
surveys, ethnographies, or interviews. Material studied in a content analysis generally is 
gathered from a distance without the communicators’ knowledge. This aptly describes the 
data-generation in this study, where online content was systematically coded from a great 
distance via personal computers. Also, because of this distance and insularity from direct 
contact with content producers, content analyses such as this one do not come with 
requirements for approvals from institutional review boards.   
Scholars argue that content analysis is a valuable research tool because of the 
“centrality of content” to the communication process (Riffe, Lacy & Fico, 1998, p. 8). The 
content represents the message, the information and ideas being communicated between 
sender and receiver. Content, seen like this, can hardly be held to be unimportant. The 
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empirical value of this method is in setting workable rules and operationalizing the content so 
that results can be expressed through statistical means. Holsti (1969) said content analysis is 
useful for three kinds of circumstances: (1) when researchers are limited to manifest content, 
(2) when the exact character of the communication message is crucial, and (3) when the 
volume of content prompts a need for reductive measures (p. 15). Building on such 
observations, Neuendorf (2002) advances a strong case that content analysis has wide 
applicability.  
Other strengths of quantitative content analysis are found in its capacities to be both 
reductive and longitudinal. The reductive capacity allows researchers to reduce large 
quantities of content to more useful and theoretically sound groupings of data (Neuendorf, 
2002, p. 15). It lends itself well to sampling. In this study, activities at online newspaper sites 
are reduced to a more manageable sample and then are further streamlined to include 
participatory activities only. One reason for selecting content analysis in this study is the 
method’s advantage in analyzing material over time. 
In a traditional analysis of written text, the manifest content is easily stored, a point 
that scholars from Holsti (1969) to Neuendorf (2002) have underscored in noting the 
method’s benefits for longitudal studies. In online settings, content cannot be saved quite so 
efficiently, especially when an analysis (as in this research) involves explorations deep into 
multiple pages of web sites. Nevertheless, the data gathered from an analysis can be archived 
for use in future comparisons across time. This study aims essentially to take a research 
snapshot of online news activity at a period of time in 2004. By doing so, it saves coding data 
to be compared with findings from previous content analyses that use similar rules and are 
taken from similar sites at later periods of time, which is certainly one of the ambitions 
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behind this effort. Thus, a content analysis such as this one works toward longitudinal 
understandings of media activities – a necessary approach for measuring the notion of 
mediamorphosis. It can serve researchers who measure relationships between circulation 
robustness and participation communication over time. The method also invites related 
studies that seek to sequence data with other phenomena over time.  
Content analysis weaknesses. Depending upon the context of a research study, 
some characteristics noted above also can seem disadvantages. For instance, the 
capability of transferring content into statistical data comes with an assumption that the 
content carries equal weight. Holsti (1969) warned that too much reliance on a 
quantitative approach may mask the power and significance of one content message over 
another. This argument cautions mass media researchers away from suggestions that all 
news stories, all headlines, all references – indeed, all stereotypes – should be tallied in 
the same way.   
Related to this is the question of whether operationalizing messages into variables 
results in the loss of the broader picture and purpose of the message, or content. At issue 
here is the question of internal validity. Raising this issue, Riffe, Lacy, and Fico (1998) 
argue that their aim is less to emphasize a disadvantage than to call for proper and 
thoughtful research designs. The implication here is that researchers need to give care to 
the nature of their inquiry to determine what is lost when meanings are coded into 
numerals. Indeed, Neuendorf (2002), citing Gray and Dentsen (1999), argues that the 
most promising results are likely to arise in studies that use of qualitative and quantitative 
methods in concert. 
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It is worth note that the design of this study takes these issues into account 
through two practices. First, the study does not count the occurrences of content itself but 
rather the existence of structural features in the Web sites. These features represent 
theoretically the consequences of mediamorphosis, a construct suited to quantitative 
inquiry. Second, to better capture a sense of how these features are used at various sites, 
the researcher maintained a diary that described actual content of some noteworthy 
features and sites. The diary is explained in more detail later in this chapter.  
Coding online sites. Coding online content has special considerations because of 
the dynamic nature of information posted on daily news sites. By definition, news 
changes. Where the change is recorded, printed, and saved on newsprint for traditional 
newspapers, it simply is replaced as electronic content. In fact, content can be updated 
and replaced several times a day. Sally McMillan (2000), in a meta-analysis of content 
analyses involving online sites, uses the clever metaphor suggesting that researchers must 
apply a microscope to a moving target. Indeed, as mentioned above, content analysis is 
well suited to applications of static material. The content found on Web sites, however, is 
not only dynamic but layered in a web of hyperlinks. This can render the coding process 
time-consuming and often frustrating. Moreover, digitized content sites, such as those for 
newspapers, can be deep, almost bottomless, and not uniform in terms of standard 
designs and the volume of content. Broadside newspapers, in contrast, are the same size, 
and most carry about the same amount of content. How then, do researchers find standard 
means for coding online content?  
After reviewing the techniques of researchers in 19 different content studies of 
online content, McMillan (2000) made four general suggestions, which are listed here 
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and then addressed. McMillan’s first recommendation is to rethink theoretical 
conceptions and research questions to ensure that the online content is available to study. 
This study is bolstered by the fact that its theoretical basis describes online activity. 
Hence, the study aims to address the question of the existence of digital features. The 
second recommendation is to be creative with sampling, recognizing that random 
sampling may be beyond possibility as online sites come and go swiftly. This study 
derives its sample from earlier computations and thus has a clearly identifiable set of 
established sites, which are not transient (although the daily news necessarily comes and 
goes). The third point is to consider the need to alter content units and units of analysis to 
fit the online landscape and the nature of hyperlinking. Again, the unit of analysis is the 
feature itself (e.g., the discussion board, the blog). This is a study that purposefully 
addresses the online structure of content. That requires an investigation going deeply into 
the site. Thus, the coding strategy here is not as simple as proposed by Ha and James 
(1998), who McMillan (2000) mentions, when they recommended using the home page 
as the unit of analysis. In this study, coding followed protocols that dictated the path for 
coding through many layers of hyperlinks. But since the units are themselves elements of 
digital space, the coding strategy clearly acknowledges McMillan’s concern. McMillan 
does not recommend specifying a time limit for coding Web sites; and this study follows 
that advice. The final recommendation is to code swiftly and reliably. Given the 
dynamism of change online, coding protocols need to spell out the speed of coding over 
time. These considerations, McMillan adds, should be specified in the scholarly recitation 
of the work. This study followed that recommendation within the limits of daily effort. 
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Once the coding began, the activity continued in a concentrated fashion until it was 
completed.  
The mercurial speed of design changes at news sites is indeed a major 
consideration for a content analysis of this type. Unlike the designs of print newspapers, 
the designs and components of online news sites change quickly and often. Kawamoto 
(2003) describes this dynamism as part of the acceptable norm of Web design when he 
says, “Perhaps no other news medium is more malleable than the news Web sites" (2003, 
p. 9). This dynamism makes content analysis of news sites difficult and the findings 
illusive. Nevertheless, the difficulty of the method also speaks to its importance for 
researchers seeking to quantify important changes in the newspaper industry. These 
findings are valuable first as baseline figures that invite further episodes of coding over 
time. Second, the findings paired with measures of circulation robustness provide an 
early and as-yet unmatched chance to calibrate the extent of movement toward 
mediamorphosis. The correlation process will be discussed later in the chapter after the 
following explanations of the coding process, including coding categories and protocol.  
Coding Categories. The aim in creating coding categories was to compile a list of 
structures, essentially software-enabled templates, that news sites might reasonably be 
expected to provide to promote audience participation. Some such structures – another 
term is “structural features” – were obvious. Clearly, discussion boards were likely 
choices, as were other kinds of features devoting space dedicated to soliciting feedback, 
such as basic comments boxes found usually at the conclusions of news reports, and 
guest books, which typically ask site visitors to record their comments. No previous 
studies were found to have inventoried participatory structures at this level of depth and 
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specificity. Some, such as Schultz (1999; 2002), examined discussion boards at specific 
sites such as at The New York Times, and Zaharopolous (2003), in a broader look at 
several online activities, recorded use of features such as discussion boards and user 
polls. Imfeld and Scott (2005), in work that served as a precursor to this research, studied 
the structural qualities of discussion boards at 49 newspaper sites but did not move 
beyond such boards to inventory other participatory forms.  
This study pioneered a more detailed examination of various kinds of sites, and so 
a primary need was to compile a list of potential structural features. Thus, this researcher 
conducted extensive study of structures in current use. Following that, the researcher 
carried out an informal coding pre-test of 12 Web sites of newspapers of various 
circulation sizes. As the purpose of this pre-test was to seek out features and uses – i.e., to 
find as many kinds of features in use as possible – the researcher chose some sites that 
were known for inviting participatory communication. For example, the pre-test included 
the site of the San Diego Union, which had scored the highest for discussion board 
components promoting user participation in the Imfeld and Scott (2005) study.  
After completing the preliminary screening and pre-testing, 15 structural features 
were identified to serve as an index of practices at online newspaper sites. A coding sheet 
was then created to record the existence of the features at the Web sites of the newspapers 
in the study sample. Following is a list of the structural features, along with definitions of 
each that accompanied the coding sheet. The features were listed on the coding sheet in 
the same order as presented here. A copy of the coding sheet is provided in Appendix B.  
1. Discussion forums – Posting places with multiple threads where audience members 
are invited to comment about news items or community issues. Because of 
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variations of software program, forums may appear in many formats – from 
primitive to complex – but they must provide function as a marketplace for user 
comments, most often on a range of labeled subjects. Feature is still sometimes 
called a bulletin board. Can be moderated by identifiable editors, producers, or 
volunteers, but presence of moderator (or host) is not a requirement. Must be 
sponsored by host news organization and be embedded in news site. Discussions 
are asynchronous.  
2. Open chat areas – Site-sponsored gateways inviting audience members to participate 
in live (synchronous) chat. Such functions are not required to be active at time of 
coding (i.e., no one needs to be involved in an ongoing chat) as long as the feature 
is available. Feature must be embedded in Web site.  
3. Question-and-answer – Moderated feature solicits questions or comments from 
audience members to be addressed by newsmakers, specialists, or journalists. 
Responses may occur synchronously during a live chat or may be provided 
asynchronously. The Q-and-A-type feature may be scheduled as an “event” or as 
a regular feature. In all cases, the primary function is to promote conversations 
between users and respondent identified by the site. Questions can be solicited in 
advance or during the live interchange.  
4. Journalist weblogs – Supplemental postings, often appearing daily and 
chronologically, by an organization’s journalist on an area of interest. Key 
characteristics of such weblogs include practices of including links to external 
Web sites to provide audiences a greater range of commentary, context, and 
choice. May include internal features welcoming audience comments/postings. 
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Must include feedback function directly (soliciting feedback) or indirectly (e.g., 
references to reader responses, links to other blogs that provide a sufficient range 
of non-site-sponsored ideas and information.  
5. Open weblogs – Invites postings from audience members, including journalists 
affiliated with the site. Differs significantly in format from discussion forums in 
that postings are displayed individually and chronologically. They are not 
segmented by topic. Feedback function is blog itself. Must be embedded in Web 
site. May be termed a moblog.  
6. Audience comment spaces – Feedback feature that is commonly linked to an item of 
news content. These features are most often found at the conclusion of news 
stories and usually involve a single thread of postings. Audience comments may 
be solicited within the context of the story or at the conclusion of story. 
Comments spaces also may be provided as part of user opinion polls, in which 
participants explain their votes. Coders should record on coding sheet those 
instances when comments are sought to supplement information in a news report 
(e.g., when editors ask users to add to a breaking news stories with eyewitness 
accounts).  
7. Photo blogs or diplay spaces – Features where audience members are invited to post 
digital images, such as those generated by digital cameras, including those on 
portable telephones. Photo blogs may solicit images on special topics (e.g., 
opening day of the professional baseball season) or may be open to images on any 
topic. Images may or may not relate to daily news.  
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8. Outside weblogs – Blogs produced by people not affiliated with news organization but 
featured on news site. Must include external links and/or audience comment 
features to qualify as participatory communication and not simply as syndicated 
columns given fashionable titles.  
9. Links to outside weblogs – A list on the news site offering audience members the 
chance to access recommended (and potentially newsworthy) blogs produced by 
others. List of links must be outside an actual blog, and the links must take users 
outside the news site.  
10. Links to other discussion forums – Links on the organization’s Web site carry 
audience members to boards/forums at other, unrelated sites. Example: “Town 
Hall” links carry users to the independently run discussion forum e-the-
people.org.  
11. Links to outside Web pages – Function invites users to connect to – or build – their 
own Web pages. The Web page(s), and the links, must carry an identifiable 
purpose of participatory comment that relates to the news site. The site’s 
description of the activity may help to clarify intent. Web sites do not qualify if 
they serve expository purposes only (e.g., a non-profit group’s site that explains 
its mission and activities).  
12. Edited compilations of audience comments – Features in which site editors compile 
a mix of postings in one space to represent journalistically what audience 
members are saying on a given topic. The compilation may appear as a news story 
or simply as an edited list of comments.  
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13. Reader reaction forums – Space dedicated to the immediate responses of audience 
members to breaking news reports. This feature differs from more general 
audience comments or edited compilations because (1) respondents may have 
been enlisted in advance to serve as a regular cadre of participating users, (2) 
emphasis is on timely responses, and/or (3) responses are specifically sought by 
editors to accompany breaking news reports. One newspaper describes its process 
as “an electronic public feedback program to give readers an opportunity to 
respond instantly to major news.”  
14. Dynamically updated letters to the editor – Space for letters to the editor in which 
postings are updated or changed more than daily. May include letters posted in 
response to letters posted previously but on the same day. Letters must represent a 
more timely delivery than found when the print version of the daily newspaper’s 
letters are shifted onto the online site. Requires evidence of dynamic posting, 
most likely with the time and date indicated.  
15. Other – Any other type of feature that serves the same general purpose of the 
features described above. Must involve audience comment/feedback. Coders 
should describe such features in the notes section provided on the coding sheet.  
 
To add more rigor to the coding process, sites were coded according to whether evidence 
indicated that the features were active and ongoing. Clearly, a discussion board or a 
photographic weblog has limited usefulness if they fail to operate or if, for whatever 
reasons, users do not take advantage of the participatory functions. Thus, coders also 
sought to determine whether sites were active. The definition follows.  
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Active – Features are coded as active if there is evidence the feature is in use as a 
vehicle of participatory communication among audience members, with or without 
journalists. Numbers of posts are less important than the judgment that the feature is 
up and working. The actual vitality of audience involvement can be recorded in notes 
or in the diary. The question coders should ask here is simple: Is this feature alive and 
working, even if little used? Or is it dead? One means of judging activity is to consider 
dates of postings. If there are no posts in the past 31 days, the feature can be 
considered not active, or dead. However, there may also be secondary factors. If, for 
instance, the feature shows considerable activity in past months, but none recently, 
coders may wish to judge the feature as still active, especially if an investigation into 
posts or directions suggests some sort of temporary problem and activity is expected 
to resume soon. If a feature shows no signs of ever carrying audience posts, it is 
clearly not active.  
 
Coding protocol. Coders followed written instructions that dictated uniform 
methods for examining Web sites and recording scores on coding sheets. A copy of the 
protocol is provided in Appendix C. According to the protocol, coding began on the 
home pages of newspaper online sites. Coders first scanned the top of the home pages for 
navigational links or cues leading to participatory features. They then examined the left-
side menu bars, following the same rituals, then indexes and boxes on the right side of the 
screen. After exhausting the home pages for links or cues, coders performed search 
functions using keywords such as forum, chat, blog, and weblog. Following that, the 
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protocol called for reviews of site maps or other indices in search of links to participatory 
features. When applicable links were found, of course, coders necessarily followed them 
beyond the home page to the sites of the features. This meant that the coding process 
involved a great deal of toggling from home pages to other pages and back to home 
pages. Coders continued this process until satisfied that all participatory features offered 
on the site had been found and examined.  
One of the difficulties of coding online content is the reality that busy sites can 
have almost limitless quantities of pages and material, some apparently forgotten or 
abandoned and accessible only through labyrinthian patterns of navigation (Ha & James, 
1998; McMillan, 2002). It is thus virtually impossible to know without doubt that a site 
has been mined exhaustively. In accordance, this study operated on a pragmatic level, 
assuming that newspaper sites seeking audience involvement would present features in 
generally accessible locations, based on the primacy of usability theory (Preece, 2000; 
Kim, 2000). In practice, coding a single newspaper site took from 15 minutes, for sites 
with little news content and no participatory features, to 90 minutes for sites with 
multiple sets of menus and a variety of features and activities. A busy site required 
examination of anywhere from 20 to 45 separate pages (or screens) of digital content.  
Following the protocol, whenever a coder found a participatory feature, the coder 
checked a box corresponding to it on the coding sheet. Next, the coder judged whether 
the feature was active, according to the definition provided above. If so, the coder 
checked a second box on the same line. Thus, an active feature received the equivalent of 
two points, an inactive feature earned one. Eventually, each newspaper site was assigned 
a score that represented the tabulation of all checked boxes. Again, this simple 
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quantitative method was meant to measure the existence of features as a means of 
inventorying the extent of participatory features on the sites.  
Ultimately, each newspaper site received a score for the total number of 
participatory sites identified, along with the calculation for the number of active sites. In 
the great majority of cases, of course, the participatory sites were active. A mean score 
for all sites was then calculated, offering a snapshot of the use of participatory 
communication at newspaper Web sites in the sample at the time of the data collection.  
Coding diary. Although the temptation was great at times to analyze the features 
according to more sophisticated merits – such as degrees of activity, vitality, or social 
interactivity – this study was geared primarily to gather and analyze quantitative data. 
However, as a means of capturing some of the richness and variation found at different 
sites, the coder did maintain a research diary. This was done electronically by copying 
and pasting text from the online sites into the coder’s diary file. The diary was intended 
to be a less systematic means of gathering examples of postings and recording 
observations to provide what might be called a casual, qualitative layer of research to 
supplement the strict findings of the quantitative analysis. In a sense, the diary serves a 
journalistic purpose. It supplies the study with illustrations and text to provide some 
distinctive storylines to help explicate the process under examination. The coding 
protocol instructed coders to use the diary for the purpose of “identifying trends, 
exploring individual cases, and in collecting anecdotal information for use in writing 
research reports.” The coder was not required to capture examples from every site but 
rather to record what was found to be “exemplary, unusual, or pertinent cases for the 
study.”  
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Intercoder reliability. The author of this study, experienced in coding during 
several previous content analysis projects, conducted most of the coding. To ensure that 
this coding was reliable – that is, that the scoring was replicable based on a systematic 
application of coding rules – a second person coded 23 sites, following the same rules, 
definitions, and protocol. The scoring of both coders’ work was analyzed using Cohen’s 
kappa coefficient. This test that was employed because of its strength in illuminating the 
agreement for each coding variable (participatory feature). In other words, rather than 
checking for an overall calculation of agreement among all variables, Cohen’s kappa 
examines the degree of agreement on each variable. It thus ensures that disagreement on 
certain variables are not hidden within greater levels of agreement. It checks the trees as 
well as the forest. 
Because the study design calls for dichotomous coding in recording the existence 
or lack of participatory features, the coding itself was not particularly nuanced. A coder’s 
task was simply to explore newspapers’ Web sites for certain features and then to 
conclude if such features were in use. As might be expected in such cases, the inter-coder 
reliability measures were sufficiently high, according to scholarly guidelines (Riffe, Lacy 
& Fico, 1998; Neuendorf, 2002; Lombard, Snyder-Duch & Bracken, 2002)  Agreement 
was above .90 for every variable but two. The study’s initial intent was to identify two 
types of discussion forums: those hosted by monitors and those that operated without 
direct supervision. This was to compile more precise data to support further research on 
the timely question of whether monitored sites provide more useful discourse. However, 
identifying the existence of monitors proved difficult. Forums rarely clarified whether 
monitors (also called hosts) were assigned to review posts and to engage posters in 
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conversations on topics or rules. This vagueness left coders scanning postings to find 
evidence or to infer the presence of monitors.  
The difficulty in identifying such hosts was revealed during the reliability coding, 
where the coefficients for monitored and un-moderated forums ranged from .74 to .795. 
This was considered too low, especially the lower number, because the discussion forum 
was the most common participatory feature found during this coding procedure. To 
address this, the aim to identify monitored forums was dropped, and the two variables – 
monitored and unmonitored forums – were collapsed into a single, broader variable that 
measured the existence of discussion forums. The new coefficient for the general 
existence of such forums was .83, a figure considered acceptable by scholars interpreting 
Cohen’s test (Landis & Koch, 1977; Lombard, Snyder-Duch & Bracken, 2002). The 
attempt to distinguish monitored from unmonitored discussion forums remains a useful 
pursuit for researchers, but the findings here suggest that such queries make more sense 
for studies focused, perhaps qualitatively, on a few sites rather than on larger samples as 
in this study.  
 
 
Step Three: Correlating Variables 
The final methodological step speaks to the most basic question of this research 
and seeks to describe the relationship between the two measures produced in earlier steps. 
It applies a Pearson’s Product Moment test to correlate the mean score of circulation 
robustness with the mean score of participatory communication. Pearson’s formula is a 
reliable option in the absence of notable statistical outliers, which can skew results. These 
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data bases have few cases of extreme individual differences, so the Pearson test was 
deemed an appropriate formula for establishing a correlation coefficient.  
Whereas earlier steps required thorough processes to gather, manipulate, identify, 
code, and record extensive amounts of data, this final step dealt with a straight-forward 
calculation on SPSS involving data sets that already had been prepared. The resulting 
ratio is intended to illuminate the study’s key relationship and to help understand the 
connections between print newspapers and the development of their online versions. The 
following chapter provides results of these methodological steps.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 4 
 
RESULTS 
 
This chapter provides the results of the calculations and analyses detailed in the 
previous chapter on methods. Reflecting the three methodological steps explained in 
Chapter 3, the findings here are presented in the same order, also in three main sections. 
This order echoes the overall research design: Each of these three sections addresses one 
of the study’s research questions. Those questions are repeated in this chapter for clarity 
at the start of each section.  
The three sections build on one another to provide important information. The 
first section provides results of calculations of circulation robustness for individual 
newspapers and for the sample overall. The second section gives results from the content 
analysis of the same newspapers’ online sites for participatory features. This section 
offers quantitative measures from the content analysis, providing results for individual 
newspaper sites and also tallying the frequency of use of the various participatory 
features on all sites. The results then go into greater detail by identifying examples 
captured during the coding stages to provide a richer understanding of how some of the 
more prominent features were used at various sites. The third section aims to answer the 
study’s most fundamental question about the status of newspaper mediamorphosis by 
examining the relationship of the data reported in the first two sections.  
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This third section’s results reveal the relationship of the newspapers’ circulation 
robustness measures with scores for those papers’ online participatory features. The aim 
is to provide useful new information, gathered through systematic and measurable means, 
that will add to public knowledge about the process of change from print to digital 
platforms occurring during this period of transition for the U.S. newspaper industry.  
Results for Circulation Robustness 
This study’s first research question asked: What is the status of circulation 
robustness for U.S. daily newspapers? This study answered that question through 
calculations for the variable Circulation Robustness. Table 4.1 provides results for 195 of 
the 204 newspapers initially selected in the study’s sample. Reflecting the downward 
overall trend in paid circulation for U.S. newspapers, Table 4.1 shows a mean value for 
Circulation Robustness of .916. This mean score, again, represents the ratio of change for 
home-county penetration rates in ABC data from 2000 to 2003. The measurement is 
based on a scale in which a ratio value of 1.0 represents no change in penetration rates. 
Thus, the .916 reveals an overall decline of more than 8% for all qualified daily 
newspapers in the sample, a finding that conforms with empirically based observations 
(Meyer, 1985, 2004a, 2004b; Bogart, 1989), reviewed earlier in this study. 
Table 4.1 
Cumulative Home-County Penetration Rates and Circulation Robustness Values, 2004 
 Number Mean Std Dev 
Penetration rate 2000 195 39.03 16.16 
Penetration rate 2003 195 35.72 14.86 
Circulation Robustness 195 .9159 .0743 
 
designed to examine newspapers with larger circulation counts. It included only 
newspapers with paid circulation reported to be at least 14,000. The results do not speak 
to the bottom tier of small-circulation dailies in the United States. 
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Table 4.2 (next page) provides individual data and Circulation Robustness values 
for all 195 newspapers in the sample. Eight newspapers initially selected in the sample 
were excluded because figures were incomplete for one or both reporting periods in the 
ABC databases. Those newspapers were the Albuquerque Tribune, Capital Times 
(Madison, Wi.) Charleston Gazette, Detroit Free Press, Detroit News, Ft. Wayne News-
Sentinel, Lancaster (Pa.) New Era, and Washington Times. All but the Times and New 
Era were involved in joint operating agreements – government-approved contracts 
allowing two papers in the same market to operate separate news operations but to share 
in monopolistic business operations such as advertising and delivery systems. The two 
Detroit papers both had been randomly selected for the sample. In most other cases, just 
one of the two papers in an agreement had been chosen through the randomized selection 
process. If a newspaper in a joint-operating agreement were in the sample and if the ABC 
data were complete, that paper was retained in the study’s data set. In no cases, however, 
are both papers from the same JOA found in this sample. This is an appropriate outcome 
since newspapers in JOAs use the same in-house agencies to sell subscriptions and 
deliver papers, thus blurring the validity of penetration rates as measures of an individual 
newspaper’s performance. A ninth newspaper, the Jersey City Journal, was excluded 
from the data set because of irregular reporting in the 2000 ABC data, where the figures 
for the paper’s home county, Hudson, are conflated with neighboring Bergen County.  
Table 4.2 
Circulation Robustness: Home County Penetration Rate Change by Newspaper 
  Penetration Rate Ratio 
Newspaper State 2000 2003 Change 
Abilene Reporter-News TX 50.0 42 0.84 
Akron Beacon-Journal OH 47.2 46.2 0.98 
Albany Herald GA 41.1 39.2 0.96 
Albuquerque Journal NM 43.3 31.9 0.74 
Amarillo Globe-News TX 47.3 46.9 0.99 
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  Penetration Rate Ratio 
Newspaper State 2000 2003 Change 
Anchorage Daily News AK 55.8 55.4 0.99 
Annapolis Capital MD 25.1 23.4 0.93 
Anniston Star AL 47.0 45.5 0.97 
Asbury Park Press  NJ 38.6 37.2 0.96 
Asheboro Courier Tribune NC 29.1 26.6 0.91 
Athens Banner-Herald GA 38.2 34.1 0.89 
Attleboro Sun Chronicle MA 9.1 8.0 0.88 
Austin American Statesman TX 38.4 33.7 0.88 
Baltimore Sun MD 41.8 37.5 0.9 
Batavia Daily News NY 48.1 43.1 0.9 
Bay City Times MI 61.2 56.5 0.92 
Beacon News (Aurora) IL 15.3 12.2 0.8 
Beaumont Enterprise TX 35.2 32.9 0.93 
Bismarck Tribune  ND 58.3 51.2 0.88 
Bloomington Pantagraph IL 60.3 54.1 0.9 
Boston Globe MA 28.0 25.5 0.91 
Bowling Green Daily News KY 48.1 46.2 0.96 
Bristol Herald Courier VA 80.6 61.5 0.76 
Bucks County Courier Times PA 31.4 30.3 0.96 
Center Daily Times (State College) PA 47.8 43.1 0.9 
Chambersburg Public Opinion PA 38.8 31.1 0.8 
Clarksville Leaf Chronicle TN 36.8 36.6 0.99 
Columbian (Columbia) WA 46.8 37.3 0.8 
Connecticut Post (Bridgeport) CT 20.2 18.8 0.93 
Contra Costa Times (Walnut Creek) CA 41.5 42.6 1.03 
Corpus Christi Caller-Times TX 40.9 39.2 0.96 
Courier (Houma) LA 50.1 43.1 0.86 
Courier News (Bridgewater) NJ 20.4 19.3 0.95 
Daily Camera (Boulder) CO 29.2 26.5 0.91 
Daily Herald (Arlington Heights) IL 3.5 3.3 0.94 
Daily Herald (Provo) UT 28.6 25.4 0.89 
Daily Journal (Vineland) NJ 31.4 29.6 0.94 
Daily News Record (Harrisonburg) VA 59.7 54.7 0.92 
Daily Record (Parsippany) NJ 24.6 22.1 0.9 
Dallas Morning News TX 31.6 28.4 0.9 
Danville Commercial-News IL 45.9 39.9 0.87 
Democrat and Chronicle (Rochester) NY 50.1 48 0.96 
Duluth News Tribune MN 40.0 35.0 0.88 
Eagle (Bryan) TX 36.7 33.9 0.92 
Eagle-Tribune (North Andover) MA 14.2 13.5 0.95 
El Paso Times TX 31.3 30.3 0.97 
Evansville Courier & Press IN 56.1 50.7 0.9 
Fairfield Daily Republic CA 15.7 13.6 0.87 
Findlay Courier OH 64.8 59.8 0.92 
Flint Journal MI 46.9 43.4 0.93 
Fort Collins Coloradoan CO 30.6 26.9 0.88 
Fort Worth Star-Telegram TX 34.2 32.7 0.96 
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  Penetration Rate Ratio 
Newspaper State 2000 2003 Change 
Fredericksburg Free Lance-Star VA 58.7 55.5 0.95 
Ft. Smith Times Record AR 50.4 43.8 0.87 
Gadsden Times AL 48.9 44.8 0.92 
Gallup Independent NM 49.1 39.5 0.8 
Gazette (Colorado Springs) CO 49.2 47.2 0.96 
Gloucester County Times NJ 29.8 22.6 0.76 
Grand Forks Herald ND 58.6 51.3 0.88 
Grand Junction Daily Sentinel CO 50.4 51.3 1.02 
Greeneville Sun TN 58.6 54.5 0.93 
Greenville News SC 42.3 37.8 0.89 
Greenwood Index Journal SC 48.4 43.7 0.9 
Hagerstown Herald-Mail MD 53.6 50.2 0.94 
Hanover Evening Sun PA 7.9 7.1 0.9 
Hartford Courant CT 45.3 40.3 0.89 
Hawaii Tribune Herald HI 36.2 35.9 0.99 
Hendersonville Times-News NC 51.2 44.9 0.88 
Herald (Rock Hill)  SC 41.9 40.7 0.97 
Herald News (Fall River) MA 12.2 10.2 0.84 
Herald Star (Steubenville) OH 46.9 43.0 0.92 
Herald-News (Durham) NC 38.9 35.8 0.92 
Hickory Daily Record NC 27.8 29.3 1.05 
Houston Chronicle TX 30.8 30.9 1.0 
Idaho Falls Post Register ID 51.8 47.9 0.92 
Independent (Ashland) KY 58.5 54.8 0.94 
Inland Valley Daily Bulletin (Ontario) CA 9.6 9.6 1.0 
Item (Sumter) SC 44.8 44.6 1.0 
Jackson Citizen Patriot MI 53.5 52.8 0.99 
Jackson Clarion-Ledger MS 42.2 37.0 0.88 
Johnson City Press TN 45.7 43.2 0.95 
Joplin Globe MO 44.4 42.2 0.95 
Journal Inquirer (Manchester) CT 9.4 8.7 0.93 
Journal News (White Plains) NY 29.4 29.0 0.99 
Journal Times (Racine) WI 44.7 39.5 0.88 
Journal-Gazette (Ft. Wayne) IN 62.5 56.3 0.90 
Kane County Chronicle (Geneva) IL 9.4 9.9 1.05 
Kennebec Journal ME 30.1 27.2 0.9 
King County Journal (Kent)  WA 6.9 6.4 0.93 
Knoxville News-Sentinel TN 40.0 39.8 1.0 
Lake Charles American Press LA 44.8 42.7 0.95 
Lake County News Herald OH 42.7 38.2 0.89 
Lansdale Reporter PA 6.3 6.1 0.97 
Lansing State Journal MI 41.7 42.3 1.01 
Lebanon Daily News PA 42.8 40.1 0.94 
Lockport Union-Sun & Journal NY 17.9 16.7 0.93 
Manitowoc Herald Times Reporter WI 50.4 46.8 0.93 
Mansfield News-Journal OH 52.0 51.0 0.98 
Marquette Mining Journal MI 66.7 52.7 0.79 
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  Penetration Rate Ratio 
Newspaper State 2000 2003 Change 
Mason City Globe Gazette IA 58.3 51.5 0.88 
Maui News HI 41.0 47.3 1.15 
McKeesport Daily News PA 4.1 3.4 0.83 
Meridian Star MS 42.4 37.5 0.88 
Miami Herald FL 39.4 24.9 0.63 
Middletown Journal OH 13.5 12.8 0.95 
Milwaukee Journal Sentinel WI 39.9 34.2 0.86 
Missoulian (Missoula)  MT 53.1 47.1 0.89 
Monroe Evening News MI 37.9 36.2 0.96 
Monroe News-Star LA 43.1 43.3 1.0 
Montgomery Advertiser AL 39.9 36.2 0.91 
Morning Sentinel (Waterville) ME 23.9 21.1 0.88 
Mt. Vernon Skagit County Herald WA 48.5 44.9 0.93 
Napa Valley Register CA 38.1 40.1 1.05 
New Castle News PA 49.7 49.5 1.0 
New Jersey Herald (Newton) NJ 30.3 29.5 0.97 
New London Day CT 42.3 39.1 0.92 
New York Daily News  NY 15.4 13.8 0.90 
News & Observer (Raleigh) NC 41.0 39.2 0.96 
News Sun (Waukegan) IL 10.4 9.6 0.92 
News-Enterprise (Elizabethtown) KY 45.1 41.7 0.92 
News-Sentinel (Lodi) CA 8.3 8.3 1.0 
News-Times (Danbury) CT 9.4 8.2 0.87 
News-Tribune (Tacoma) WA 42.6 40.4 0.95 
Norfolk News  NE 73.8 64.6 0.88 
Norman Transcript OK 17.0 18.6 1.09 
Norristown Times Herald PA 8.1 5.8 0.72 
North County Times (Escondido) CA 8.0 7.4 0.93 
Northern Virginia Daily VA 45.5 47.5 1.04 
Northwest Herald (Crystal Lake) IL 38.3 37.3 0.97 
Norwich Bulletin CT 19.4 15.8 0.81 
Ocala Star Banner FL 47.7 40.8 0.86 
Olympian (Olympia)  WA 42.9 39.6 0.92 
Omaha World NE 61.9 49.6 0.8 
Opelika-Auburn News AL 28.8 26.4 0.92 
Orlando Sentinel FL 37.5 29.8 0.79 
Owensboro Messenger Inquirer KY 62.1 59.3 0.95 
Paducah Sun KY 51.0 42.2 0.83 
Pasadena Star-News CA 1.3 1.1 0.85 
Patriot News (Harrisburg) PA 45.2 44.3 0.98 
Pensacola News Journal FL 40.6 40.1 0.99 
Petersburg Progress-Index VA 43.6 38.3 0.88 
Philadelphia Inquirer PA 21.6 17.2 0.8 
Portsmouth Daily Times OH 42.2 41.7 0.99 
Pottstown Mercury PA 5.6 5.5 0.98 
Quincy Patriot Ledger MA 16.3 16.7 1.02 
Register-Mail (Galesburg) IL 59.2 53.7 0.91 
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  Penetration Rate Ratio 
Newspaper State 2000 2003 Change 
Republican-American (Waterbury) CT 12.5 11.2 0.9 
Rocky Mountain News CO 38.9 25.4 0.65 
Rutland Herald VT 59.1 57.5 0.97 
San Angelo Standard-Times TX 54.2 48.9 0.9 
San Jose Mercury News CA 39.6 37.7 0.95 
Seattle Post-Intelligencer WA 26.3 14.7 0.56 
Sentinel & Enterprise (Fitchburg) MA 6.1 5.4 0.89 
Sentinel (Carlisle) PA 18.2 16.8 0.92 
Sharon Herald PA 44.2 40.2 0.91 
South Bend Tribune IN 51.3 47.4 0.92 
Spokesman-Review (Spokane) WA 47.4 42.9 0.91 
Springfield News-Leader MO 44.1 38.8 0.88 
Springfield News-Sun OH 50.6 45.9 0.91 
Springfield State Journal Register IL 58.4 55.0 0.94 
Star Press (Muncie) IN 54.4 49.6 0.91 
Staten Island Advance NY 46.1 41.4 0.9 
Statesman-Journal (Salem) OR 44.2 40.8 0.92 
Sun (Bremerton) WA 37.2 32.5 0.87 
Sun (Lowell) MA 9.0 8.3 0.92 
Sunbury Daily Item PA 28.8 26.0 0.9 
Sun-Journal (Lewiston) ME 54.8 48.6 0.89 
Tallahassee Democrat FL 42.9 35.7 0.83 
Tampa Tribune FL 38.7 36.0 0.93 
The Daily Review (Hayward) CA 7.1 7.2 1.01 
The Messenger (Fort Dodge) IA 61.1 56.8 0.93 
The Press (Atlantic City) NJ 45.7 45.5 1.0 
The Sun (Yuma) AZ 40.4 32.2 0.8 
Times Leader (Martins Ferry) OH 52.9 49.8 0.94 
Times News (Lehighton) PA 40.2 38.2 0.95 
Times-News (Burlington) NC 51.6 48.7 0.94 
Times-Standard (Eureka) CA 36.5 35.3 0.97 
Topeka Capital Journal KS 57.5 53.8 0.94 
Traverse City Record-Eagle MI 57.5 52.0 0.9 
Tribune (San Luis Obispo) CA 40.6 39.8 0.98 
Tribune Chronicle (Warren) OH 39.1 36.8 0.94 
Tribune-Democrat (Johnstown) PA 55.4 53.6 0.97 
Valley Morning Star (Harlingen) TX 21.5 20.6 0.96 
Ventura County Star CA 38.0 35.2 0.93 
Vindicator (Youngstown) OH 57.1 48.3 0.85 
Wausau Daily Herald WI 42.6 37.7 0.88 
Wenatchee World WA 52.2 50.4 0.97 
Whittier Daily News CA 0.6 0.5 0.83 
Wilmington News Journal DE 49.7 45.8 0.92 
Wilmington Star-News NC 55.5 46.7 0.84 
Winston-Salem Journal NC 46.9 43.0 0.92 
Wisconsin State Journal (Madison) WI 44.3 35.3 0.8 
Wooster Daily Record OH 47.3 45.9 0.97 
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  Penetration Rate Ratio 
Newspaper State 2000 2003 Change 
Wyoming Tribune-Eagle (Cheyenne) WY 50.0 47.5 0.95 
York Daily Record PA 55.8 53.9 0.97 
     
Totals     
Mean (n = 195)  39.03 35.72 0.916 
Std Dev  16.16 14.86 .074 
 
As Table 4.2 indicates, few of the newspapers in the sample showed gains in 
Circulation Robustness. A total of 11 newspapers achieved increases, and another 8 had 
rates that, although raw numbers may have dipped or risen slightly, maintained 
statistically steady penetration rates during the examined period. Table 4.3 lists those 19 
newspapers whose penetration rates gained or held steady. Of the 11 newspapers that 
gained, the Maui News had the highest increase, at 15%, a shift that reflects demographic 
changes fed by a strong local economy. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, Maui’s 
population increased 9.2% from April 2000 to July 2005 (State and County QuickFacts, 
2006), partly due to in-migration from mainland housing buyers (Hurley, 2005).  
As with the Maui News, many of the newspapers gaining in Circulation 
Robustness are based in areas with growing suburban populations. They include 
newspapers on the fringes of Northern California’s San Francisco Bay Area (Napa Valley 
Register, Contra Costa Times, The Daily Review of Hayward) and on the outskirts of 
Chicago, where builders are transforming farmland into housing subdivisions (Kane 
County Chronicle). None of the papers on this list, in fact, is the dominant newspaper in 
its metropolitan market. All of the winners here in terms of penetration-rate increases 
serve as slices of suburbia. In Maui’s case, it was an island of increasingly affluent 
suburbia, driven by a healthy tourism-based economy, in contrast with the dominant 
metropolitan market and population center of Honolulu on the island of O’ahu. 
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Table 4.3 
Increase or Maintenance of Home-County Penetration Rate by Newspaper 
  Penetration Rate  Ratio 
Newspaper State 2000 2003 Change 
Maui News HI 41.0 47.3 1.15 
Norman Transcript OK 17.0 18.6 1.09 
Hickory Daily Record NC 27.8 29.3 1.05 
Kane County Chronicle (Geneva) IL 9.4 9.9 1.05 
Napa Valley Register CA 38.1 40.1 1.05 
Northern Virginia Daily VA 45.5 47.5 1.04 
Contra Costa Times (Walnut Creek) CA 41.5 42.6 1.03 
Grand Junction Daily Sentinel CO 50.4 51.3 1.02 
Quincy Patriot Ledger MA 16.3 16.7 1.02 
Lansing State Journal MI 41.7 42.3 1.01 
The Daily Review (Hayward) CA 7.1 7.2 1.01 
Houston Chronicle TX 30.8 30.9 1.00 
Inland Valley Daily Bulletin (Ontario) CA 9.6 9.6 1.00 
Item (Sumter) SC 44.8 44.6 1.00 
Knoxville News-Sentinel TN 40.0 39.8 1.00 
Monroe News-Star LA 43.1 43.3 1.00 
New Castle News PA 49.7 49.5 1.00 
News-Sentinel (Lodi) CA 8.3 8.3 1.00 
The Press (Atlantic City) NJ 45.7 45.5 1.00 
 
Home-county penetration rates decreased for the great majority of newspapers in 
the sample. Table 4.4 offers a list of the newspapers with the lowest values for 
Circulation Robustness. These papers had the greatest decreases in penetration rates. The 
greatest decrease for newspapers in the sample occurred for the Seattle Post-
Intelligencer, a paper in a joint-operating agreement with the Seattle Times. Unlike the 
benign revenue-sharing deals of many pairs of newspapers in joint-operating agreements, 
the agreement between the Hearst-owned Post-Intelligencer and the Blethen-owned 
Times has been strained. In 2000, as part of an ongoing struggle over the terms of the 
JOA, the Times switched from afternoon to morning delivery to compete head-to-head 
with the morning Post-Intelligencer (Coughlin, 2000). The Times’ morning-delivery 
tactic had troubling consequences for the P-I’s penetration rate, which dropped from 
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26.3% in 2000 to 14.7% in 2003 in Seattle’s King County. Consequently, the 
newspaper’s Circulation Robustness value for this study dropped to .56.  
 The table’s list of Circulation Robustness “losers” identifies newspapers of 
various sizes, from the Bristol Herald Courier, in the mountain country of Virginia, to 
the nationally prominent Miami Herald. The Herald Courier, second in the rankings for 
greatest decreases in penetration rates, suffered a reported loss of 30 percentage points to 
end up with a .63 value. This was a drop, though, that began with an enviable, if not 
remarkable, 80.6% penetration rate as of 2000 – the highest single penetration rate of any 
paper in the sample. Given national readership trends, a decrease was all but inevitable. 
The Herald Courier’s 2003 home-county penetration rate of 50.5 was still the second 
highest of all papers in Table 4.4, lower than only the 52.7% rate of the Marquette 
Mining Journal in northern Michigan. 
Table 4.4 
Largest Decreases in Home-County Penetration Rates by Newspaper 
  Penetration Rate  Ratio  
Newspaper State 2000 2003 Change 
Seattle Post-Intelligencer WA 26.3 14.7 0.56 
Bristol Herald Courier VA 80.6 50.5 0.63 
Miami Herald FL 39.4 24.9 0.63 
Rocky Mountain News CO 38.9 25.4 0.65 
Norristown Times Herald PA 8.1 5.8 0.72 
Albuquerque Journal NM 43.3 31.9 0.74 
Gloucester County Times NJ 29.8 22.6 0.76 
Marquette Mining Journal MI 66.7 52.7 0.79 
Orlando Sentinel FL 37.5 29.8 0.79 
Beacon News (Aurora) IL 15.3 12.2 0.8 
Chambersburg Public Opinion PA 38.8 31.1 0.8 
Columbian (Columbia) WA 46.8 37.3 0.8 
Gallup Independent NM 49.1 39.5 0.8 
Omaha World NE 61.9 49.6 0.8 
Philadelphia Inquirer PA 21.6 17.2 0.8 
The Sun (Yuma) AZ 40.4 32.2 0.8 
Wisconsin State Journal  WI 44.3 35.3 0.8 
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Newspapers in changing and competitive markets – including papers in joint-
operating agreements – figure prominently in the list of those experiencing the greatest 
declines. Ranked third in Table 4.4 was the Miami Herald, a regional metropolitan 
newspaper operating in South Florida’s increasingly bilingual market. In 2003 reporting 
to the Audit Bureau of Circulation, the Herald reported its individual circulation figures 
in Dade County as well as the combined figures with its growing Spanish-language 
publication, El Nuevo Herald. Such combined numbers were not in the 2000 data base. 
Another large paper, the Rocky Mountain News, ranked fourth. Competing in the two-
paper Denver market, the News joined with rival Denver Post in a joint-operating 
agreement during the time period of this study. Three other papers in this list also are in 
JOAs: The Journal-Gazette of Ft. Wayne, the Philadelphia Inquirer, and Albuquerque 
Journal. The presence of a JOA is an immediate indicator of a competitive market, and is 
thus a sign of a newspaper not likely to sustain relatively high penetration rates.  
In summary, the Circulation Robustness values offer both individual and 
cumulative markers of print newspaper performance over a relatively short and recent 
period of time by one of the most compelling measures – the willingness of consumers to 
pay to read the papers. These results help to establish how papers are performing in their 
traditional forms. Next come results that reflect on how newspaper organizations added 
new journalistic structures, notably features promoting user participation, as they began 
shifting content from printed into digital forms.  
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Results for Participatory Communication 
The study’s second research question asked: How common are online features 
promoting participatory communication at U.S. newspaper Web sites today? The short 
answer is that this study’s exploratory content analysis uncovered what can be described 
as the cautious, transitional use of participatory structures, but certainly, the findings did 
not reveal a great amount of use of participatory activities during the coding period in 
2004. A few news sites provided multiple access points for user/reader comment. On 
average, though, newspaper online sites were likely to display a single participatory form, 
such as a discussion forum embedded in the online site or an invitation to visit a page 
where users could post photographs. The mean score was 1.08 for frequency of 
participatory features and .94 for active features. Newspapers carrying three or more 
participatory features were rare, and almost 4 in 10 of the online newspaper sites – a total 
of 77 – held no participatory features at all. In many cases, additionally, features billed as 
participatory – as weblogs, for example – actually were nothing more than print 
structures transferred online. Those cases were not coded. Although some large-
circulation newspapers carried no participatory features, newspapers with smaller 
circulations generally were less likely to promote user participation. Table 4.5 (following 
page) itemizes scores for all 195 newspapers included in the sample, showing the number 
of participatory features as well as the number found to be actively in use.  
The following results will first review scores for individual newspaper sites and 
then will look at the frequency of use of specific participatory features. Going beyond the 
statistical data, this section also cites examples of how specific newspapers played 
participatory features to mix in more user response with the site content. 
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Table 4.5 
Frequency of Participatory Features by Newspaper Web site 
Newspaper State Features Active Total 
Abilene Reporter-News TX 3 3 6 
Akron Beacon-Journal OH 2 2 4 
Albany Herald GA 0 0 0 
Albuquerque Journal NM 2 2 4 
Amarillo Globe-News TX 1 1 2 
Anchorage Daily News AK 0 0 0 
Annapolis Capital MD 3 3 6 
Anniston Star AL 1 1 2 
Asbury Park Press  NJ 2 1 3 
Asheboro Courier Tribune NC 1 1 2 
Athens Banner-Herald GA 2 2 4 
Attleboro Sun Chronicle MA 1 1 2 
Austin American Statesman TX 2 2 4 
Baltimore Sun MD 2 2 4 
Batavia Daily News NY 0 0 0 
Bay City Times MI 5 5 10 
Beacon News (Aurora) IL 2 2 4 
Beaumont Enterprise TX 1 1 2 
Bismarck Tribune  ND 2 2 4 
Bloomington Pantagraph IL 0 0 0 
Boston Globe MA 2 2 4 
Bowling Green Daily News KY 2 2 4 
Bristol Herald Courier VA 3 1 4 
Bucks County Courier Times PA 3 3 6 
Center Daily Times (State College) PA 1 1 2 
Chambersburg Public Opinion PA 1 1 2 
Clarksville Leaf Chronicle TN 0 0 0 
Columbian (Columbia) WA 3 3 6 
Connecticut Post (Bridgeport) CT 0 0 0 
Contra Costa Times (Walnut Creek) CA 1 1 2 
Corpus Christi Caller-Times TX 2 1 3 
Courier (Houma) LA 1 1 2 
Courier News (Bridgewater) NJ 0 0 0 
Daily Camera (Boulder) CO 1 1 2 
Daily Herald (Arlington Heights) IL 0 0 0 
Daily Herald (Provo) UT 1 1 2 
Daily Journal (Vineland) NJ 0 0 0 
Daily News Record (Harrisonburg) VA 1 1 2 
Daily Record (Parsippany) NJ 0 0 0 
Daily Review (Hayward) CA 0 0 0 
Dallas Morning News TX 3 3 6 
Danville Commercial-News IL 2 2 4 
Democrat and Chronicle (Rochester) NY 2 1 3 
Duluth News Tribune MN 1 1 2 
Eagle (Bryan) TX 0 0 0 
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Newspaper State Features Active Total 
Eagle-Tribune (North Andover) MA 0 0 0 
El Paso Times TX 3 3 6 
Evansville Courier & Press IN 3 2 5 
Fairfield Daily Republic CA 1 1 2 
Findlay Courier OH 1 1 2 
Flint Journal MI 4 4 8 
Fort Collins Coloradoan CO 0 0 0 
Fort Worth Star-Telegram TX 1 1 2 
Fredericksburg Free Lance-Star VA 1 1 2 
Ft. Smith Times Record AR 0 0 0 
Gadsden Times AL 0 0 0 
Gallup Independent NM 0 0 0 
Gazette (Colorado Springs) CO 1 1 2 
Gloucester County Times NJ 3 3 6 
Grand Forks Herald ND 1 1 2 
Grand Junction Daily Sentinel CO 1 1 2 
Greeneville Sun TN 0 0 0 
Greenville News SC 2 2 4 
Greenwood Index Journal SC 0 0 0 
Hagerstown Herald-Mail MD 1 1 2 
Hanover Evening Sun PA 0 0 0 
Hartford Courant CT 1 0 1 
Hawaii Tribune Herald HI 0 0 0 
Hendersonville Times-News NC 0 0 0 
Herald (Rock Hill)  SC 3 1 4 
Herald News (Fall River) MA 1 1 2 
Herald Star (Steubenville) OH 0 0 0 
Herald-Sun (Durham) NC 1 1 2 
Hickory Daily Record NC 0 0 0 
Houston Chronicle TX 2 2 4 
Idaho Falls Post Register ID 1 1 2 
Independent (Ashland) KY 1 1 2 
Inland Valley Daily Bulletin (Ontario) CA 0 0 0 
Item (Sumter)  SC 2 1 3 
Jackson Citizen Patriot MI 4 4 8 
Jackson Clarion-Ledger MS 0 0 0 
Johnson City Press TN 0 0 0 
Joplin Globe MO 2 2 4 
Journal Inquirer (Manchester) CT 2 1 3 
Journal News (White Plains) NY 0 0 0 
Journal Times (Racine) WI 0 0 0 
Journal-Gazette (Ft. Wayne) IN 1 1 2 
Kane County Chronicle (Geneva) IL 0 0 0 
Kennebec Journal ME 0 0 0 
King County Journal (Kent)  WA 0 0 0 
Knoxville News-Sentinel TN 1 1 2 
Lake Charles American Press LA 1 1 2 
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Newspaper State Features Active Total 
Lake County News Herald OH 2 2 4 
Lansdale Reporter PA 1 0 1 
Lansing State Journal MI 0 0 2 
Lebanon Daily News PA 0 0 0 
Lockport Union-Sun & Journal NY 2 1 3 
Manitowoc Herald Times Reporter WI 0 0 0 
Mansfield News-Journal OH 0 0 0 
Marquette Mining Journal MI 2 0 2 
Mason City Globe Gazette IA 1 1 2 
Maui News HI 0 0 0 
McKeesport Daily News PA 2 1 3 
Meridian Star MS 1 1 2 
Messenger (Fort Dodge) IA 0 0 0 
Miami Herald FL 3 3 6 
Middletown Journal OH 0 0 0 
Milwaukee Journal Sentinel WI 4 4 8 
Missoulian (Missoula)  MT 0 0 0 
Monroe Evening News MI 1 1 2 
Monroe News-Star LA 3 2 5 
Montgomery Advertiser AL 1 1 2 
Morning Sentinel (Waterville) ME 0 0 0 
Mt. Vernon Skagit County Herald WA 0 0 0 
Napa Valley Register CA 0 0 0 
New Castle News PA 2 1 3 
New Jersey Herald (Newton) NJ 1 0 1 
New London Day CT 0 0 0 
New York Daily News NY 1 1 2 
News & Observer (Raleigh) NC 2 2 4 
News Sun (Waukegan) IL 2 2 4 
News-Enterprise (Elizabethtown) KY 1 1 2 
News-Sentinel (Lodi) CA 0 0 0 
News-Times (Danbury) CT 1 1 2 
News-Tribune (Tacoma) WA 0 0 0 
Norfolk News  NE 0 0 0 
Norman Transcript OK 2 2 4 
Norristown Times Herald PA 1 0 1 
North County Times (Escondido) CA 0 0 0 
Northern Virginia Daily VA 0 0 0 
Northwest Herald (Crystal Lake) IL 0 0 0 
Norwich Bulletin CT 0 0 0 
Ocala Star Banner FL 2 1 3 
Olympian (Olympia)  WA 0 0 0 
Omaha World NE 1 1 2 
Opelika-Auburn News AL 0 0 0 
Orlando Sentinel FL 4 4 8 
Owensboro Messenger Inquirer KY 1 1 2 
Paducah Sun KY 1 0 1 
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Newspaper State Features Active Total 
Pasadena Star-News CA 0 0 0 
Patriot News (Harrisburg) PA 3 3 6 
Pensacola News Journal FL 1 1 2 
Petersburg Progress-Index VA 0 0 0 
Philadelphia Inquirer PA 3 3 6 
Portsmouth Daily Times OH 0 0 0 
Pottstown Mercury PA 1 1 2 
Press (Atlantic City) NJ 0 0 0 
Quincy Patriot Ledger MA 0 0 0 
Register-Mail (Galesburg) IL 0 0 0 
Republican-American (Waterbury) CT 2 0 2 
Rocky Mountain News CO 1 1 2 
Rutland Herald VT 0 0 0 
San Angelo Standard-Times TX 0 0 0 
San Jose Mercury News CA 3 2 5 
Seattle Post-Intelligencer WA 2 2 4 
Sentinel & Enterprise (Fitchburg) MA 0 0 0 
Sentinel (Carlisle) PA 1 1 2 
Sharon Herald PA 1 1 2 
South Bend Tribune IN 0 0 0 
Spokesman-Review (Spokane) WA 3 2 5 
Springfield News-Leader MO 2 2 4 
Springfield News-Sun OH 2 2 4 
Springfield State Journal Register IL 0 0 0 
Star Press (Muncie) IN 1 1 2 
Staten Island Advance NY 3 3 6 
Statesman-Journal (Salem) OR 0 0 0 
Sun (Bremerton) WA 0 0 0 
Sun (Lowell) MA 1 1 2 
Sun (Yuma) AZ 2 2 4 
Sunbury Daily Item PA 0 0 0 
Sun-Journal (Lewiston) ME 0 0 0 
Tallahassee Democrat FL 0 0 0 
Tampa Tribune FL 6 5 11 
Times Leader (Martins Ferry)  OH 1 1 2 
Times News (Lehighton) PA 0 0 0 
Times-News (Burlington) NC 1 1 2 
Times-Standard (Eureka) CA 0 0 0 
Topeka Capital Journal KS 0 0 0 
Traverse City Record-Eagle MI 1 1 2 
Tribune (San Luis Obispo) CA 0 0 0 
Tribune Chronicle (Warren) OH 0 0 0 
Tribune-Democrat (Johnstown) PA 0 0 0 
Valley Morning Star (Harlingen) TX 2 2 4 
Ventura County Star CA 2 2 4 
Vindicator (Youngstown) OH 2 2 4 
 
 
81 
Newspaper State Features Active Total 
Wausau Daily Herald WI 1 1 2 
Wenatchee World WA 0 0 0 
Whittier Daily News CA 0 0 0 
Wilmington News Journal DE 5 5 10 
Wilmington Star-News NC 1 1 2 
Winston-Salem Journal NC 2 2 4 
Wisconsin State Journal (Madison) WI 0 0 0 
Wooster Daily Record OH 1 0 1 
Wyoming Tribune-Eagle (Cheyenne) WY 0 0 0 
York Daily Record PA 1 1 2 
     
Totals     
Mean (n = 195)  1.08 0.94 2.02 
Std Dev  1.19 1.13 2.27 
 
The results in Table 4.5 point to the finding that a large majority – 183 of 211 – of the 
coded features were active, meaning that users posted comments and/or images in the 30 
days prior to coding. Relatively few of the features were out of date or essentially dead.  
Certainly, some features were far more active and vital than others, but capturing the 
degree of vitality was beyond the scope of this study. The aim of this study in assigning 
extra points for active sites was to provide extra weight to distinguish features that met a 
minimum qualification for functionality.  
Table 4.6 (following page) provides a list of the newspaper Web sites that scored highest 
for the number of participatory features. The Tampa Tribune ranked first with six distinct 
features, five of which were active, for a score of 11 points. The Tribune’s ranking comes 
as no surprise to those following newspapers’ moves to adapt to technological change. 
The newspaper is part of owner Media General’s high-profile attempt to converge some 
of its print and television news operations into a digital platform, Tampa Bay Online 
(Garrison & Dupagne, 2003; Singer, 2003). The 2004 coding found the Tribune carrying 
a discussion forum (which was inactive, perhaps because of a requirement to register 
even simply to read the postings); a question-and-answer feature in which users queried 
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staff sportswriters; several staff-written weblogs, including one nurturing teen 
participation; a space for general user comment called “Citizen’s Voices”; and outside 
weblogs, some dedicated to partisan political campaigns and another written by a 
University of South Florida political science professor. These outside blogs, taken as a 
whole, expanded the Web site’s “conversation” about political issues and offered users 
additional points of entry for joining in that conversation.  
 
Table 4.6 
Newspaper Web sites with the Highest Scores for Participatory Features  
Newspaper Site State 
Total 
Features 
Active 
Features 
Total 
Score 
     
Tampa Tribune FL  6 5 11 
Bay City Times MI  5 5 10 
Wilmington News Journal DE  5 5 10 
Flint Journal MI  4 4 8 
Jackson Citizen Patriot MI  4 4 8 
Milwaukee Journal Sentinel WI  4 4 8 
Orlando Sentinel FL  4 4 8 
Abilene Reporter-News TX  3 3 6 
Annapolis Capital MD  3 3 6 
Bucks County Courier Times PA  3 3 6 
Columbian (Columbia) WA  3 3 6 
Dallas Morning News TX  3 3 6 
El Paso Times TX  3 3 6 
Gloucester County Times NJ  3 3 6 
Miami Herald FL  3 3 6 
Patriot News (Harrisburg) PA  3 3 6 
Philadelphia Inquirer PA  3 3 6 
Staten Island Advance NY  3 3 6 
 
Two newspapers followed the Tribune in the rankings with five active features apiece. 
The Bay City Times was one of three papers in the sample that shared an online site 
called mlive, operated by Advance Publications. This site allowed users to select content 
from a menu listing the 8 local newspapers in the Booth Newspapers group of Michigan. 
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Advance, a privately held publications company formerly known as Newhouse, acquired 
the Booth newspapers in 1976 (Farhi, 2001). Using much the same design formatting as 
other Advance groups in areas such as New Jersey and Oregon, the mlive site offered 
similar – though not always identical – participatory features, with local pages/spaces 
tailored to each paper. Readers going to mlive could thus choose to comment on separate 
discussion forums for the Bay City Times as well as for related papers the Flint Journal 
and the Jackson Citizen Patriot. Of all of the newspaper ownership groups involved with 
papers in this sample, Advance was the only one that applied this kind of template that 
connected the sites of its papers in ways that promoted participatory functions. 
Accordingly, the Flint and Jackson papers also ranked in the top seven in Table 4.6.  
Newspapers affiliated with some other chains shared in the limited use of certain online 
structures and content. Knight Ridder papers, for example, used roughly the same overall 
framing design, with similar menus running down the left side of the Web sites’ home 
pages, but the actual participatory content varied substantially from paper to paper. The 
same was true for Gannett-owned newspapers in the sample. Virtually all carried Gannett 
logos at the bottom of the home pages, and many shared in the use of certain news 
content. But there was no significant difference in participatory features between Knight-
Ridder and/or Gannett papers and the sample as a whole. For Gannett, no evidence 
existed of a systematic approach to participatory features, as was evident with the 
Advance newspapers. A few Gannett papers carried notable examples of participatory 
comment; others had none.   
The Gannett-owned Wilmington News Journal in Delaware ranked second (along 
with the Bay City Times) with five active and high-profile features: a discussion forum; a 
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staff-written weblog with the deceptively non-digital title of “Pulp Culture”; a hosted 
space (a rare example found in this study) for audience members to comment; an outside 
weblog from a participant in a transoceanic sailboat race; and links to outside content, 
including to a list of blogs from around the state.  
As Table 4.6 shows, a total of 18 newspaper sites, or 8% of those in the study 
sample, carried at least three participatory features. This compares, again, with the 77 
sites that held no such features. Determinants for a high-ranking were mixed, though total 
circulation did have some influence. Seven of those papers listed in Table 4.6 ranked in 
the top 30 in the sample in terms of 2004 circulation. But the pattern was in no way 
uniform. The largest paper in the sample, the New York Daily News had just 1 feature, 
while the Norman Transcript, ranked at No. 184 in circulation, had 2 features. A 
correlation of 2004 newspaper circulation (also from ABC data) with total scores for 
participatory communication features provided a Pearson correlation coefficient of .346 
(p > .01, 2-tailed). This calculation, of course, is less sophisticated – it fails to capture the 
direction of a paper’s print circulation performance – than the correlation to be discussed 
later in this chapter between Circulation Robustness and Participatory Communication. 
Table 4.7 (following page) reveals the frequency of participatory features. 
Table 4.7 
Frequency of Participatory Features on Newspaper Web sites by Type 
Type N Sum Mean Std Dev 
Discussion Forum 195 73 .37 .485 
Active Discussion Forum 195 63 .32 .469 
Audience Comment 195 37 .19 .393 
Active Audience Comment 195 28 .14 .352 
Link to Outside Comment 195 26 .13 .341 
Active Link to Outside Comment 195 25 .13 .335 
Journalist Weblog 195 17 .09 .283 
Active Journalist Weblog 195 16 .08 .275 
Outside Weblog 195 15 .08 .267 
Active Outside Weblog 195 15 .08 .267 
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Type N Sum Mean Std Dev 
Photo Weblog 195 13 .07 .25 
Active Photo Weblog 195 11 .06 .231 
Open Chat 195 11 .06 .231 
Active Open Chat 195 9 .05 .21 
Open Weblog 195 10 .05 .221 
Active Open Weblog 195 9 .05 .21 
Q & A  195 5 .03 .158 
Active Q & A 195 5 .03 .158 
Reader React Forum 195 5 .03 .158 
Active Reader React Forum 195 2 .01 .101 
Other 195 3 .02 .123 
Active Other 195 3 .02 .123 
Edited Complication 195 0 0 0 
Active Edited Compilation 195 0 0 0 
Dynamically Updated Letters 195 0 0 0 
Active Dynamically Updtd. Letters 195 0 0 0 
     
Totals     
Participatory Features 195 211 1.08 1.19 
Active Participatory Features 195 183 0.94 1.12 
Total Participatory Features 195 394 2.02 2.27 
 
As Table 4.7 indicates, the distribution for feature types was uneven. Certain 
participatory features were far more common on newspaper sites than others. Discussion 
forums ranked as most frequently used. Such forums existed on 73 sites, or 37%, 
although 10 of the features were inactive. After discussion forums, the next most 
common features were audience comments spaces, links to outside comment (often 
forums), and weblogs written by staff journalists or outsiders. Two features did not 
appear on any Web sites of sampled newspapers: Edited compilations of user comments 
and dynamically updated letters to the editor. This was surprising. Both features are 
considered superior digital applications for promoting feedback and appeared in pre-tests. 
Dynamic updating is, in fact, a key practice that experts have identified as a promising 
area for online news (Pavlik, 2001; Kawamoto, 2003), but none of the sampled sites 
offered evidence that letters to the editor were updated any more frequently than daily, 
following the print version’s time schedule.  
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The overall scoring would have been slightly higher had not the nine newspapers been 
excluded from the sample because of inadequate data on penetration rates. Web sites of 
some of those papers – particularly the two Detroit newspapers and the Lancaster New 
Era – carried relatively rich assortments of features, so their loss to the sample meant a 
reduction in the overall mean score for participatory features. Had those Web sites been 
included, the mean score for participatory communication features would have moved 
from 2.02 to 2.07. Even though data from the content analysis was complete for those 
nine newspaper sites, the figures were nevertheless removed from calculations in this 
study to maintain harmony between the two variables, a necessity in the study’s aim to 
achieve a snapshot of movement – or mediamorphosis – based on relationships of the two 
key variables for each newspaper. 
  Beyond the valuable calculation of data to explore relationships, this study sought 
to add to the creation of knowledge by investigating in more detail the use of some of the 
specific forms of participatory communication. The following section considers examples 
of the more commonly used features to bring context to the study and to add important 
texture to the knowledge about how newspapers “morphed” during the study period of 
2004. The information came from notations and an electronic diary maintained during the 
coding. One purpose of the note-taking was to maintain some written records about 
coding judgments made about online structures that, as previous studies (McMillan, 
2000; Kawamoto, 2003; Imfeld & Scott, 2005) have noted, tend to change, merge, and 
disappear rather quickly. A related purpose was to capture examples that, again, could 
vanish virtually overnight. Indeed, the metaphor of the snapshot makes poignant sense for 
research on digital journalistic content. Online news stories may continue to exist in 
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digital archives, but the comments of engaged users – and the features holding them – are 
less apt to qualify for institutional memory banks.  
  
Participatory Features: Online Examples 
All participatory features are not created equal. Even within the same category type, 
structures varied, as did the contexts in which they were placed. And certainly, user 
participation varied as well. A quantitative content analysis operates according to rules 
and definitions that pre-suppose that all data counts equally. Such approaches tend to 
overlook variation. The following findings provide narrative descriptions along with 
some interpretation of the coded (and occasionally rejected) features with the aim of 
adding an additional layer of understanding built on a review of specific examples.  
These findings follow the order listed in Table 4.7 of the most frequently employed 
participatory features. Reviews of the first two features – discussion forums and audience 
comments spaces – include examples of actual postings, since the content itself helps to 
reveal how the features functioned. Examples from some of the other features, such as 
photo blogs and links to outside comment, were more problematic to reproduce here in 
text and are cited more sparingly. The audience postings included here are presented in 
their original forms. In some cases, paragraphs have been condensed to save space when 
such editing did not alter meanings.  
Discussion Forums: This most common feature varied substantially from site to 
site, depending upon software templates and editorial involvement. Templates, of course, 
imply involvement as well, since editors choose them. Most sites employed what 
amounted to a general form inviting users to choose a thread and click into a list of 
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responses. One issue considered important to this study was gatekeeping control, the 
degree of editorial management of threads and discussions. Larger papers like the New 
York Daily News (with the largest circulation in the sample) were more apt to hold tighter 
control. Threads on the Daily News forum were set editorially; users could not 
spontaneously set a topical agenda. In fact, because such threads were popular, with 
newer responses arriving sometimes by the minute, posters could expect their messages 
to have rather short exposure before their words effectively moved off the screen and 
essentially out of mind – retrieving previous posts was a chore.  
The Daily News forum met a primarily goal of expanding the site’s range of ideas and 
opinion. For instance, soon after former President Ronald Reagan’s June 5, 2004, death, 
pseudonymous forum postings added non-staff commentary on Reagan’s legacy. One 
poster, self-titled Madisonman, had this to offer on How I Will Remember President 
Reagan: 
His Character. His decency. His All-American Values. His faith. His decisions 
about the COLD WAR and REAGANOMICS and guts to sweat it out until 
proven successful. It will take awhile to find out but you’ll see, he was one of our 
best. The Farewell. Very proper and exactly what you expect of a nation as ours 
for a President on his final journey. 
 
Another poster, Dondi, cautioned against such praise in a post headed, Eight Bad Years 
for the Middle Class:  
Before we canonize Reagan, let’s remember that the middle class suffered during 
his terms, the homeless numbers went up for the first time in decades, and he 
presided over the worst years for morale and talent in the federal government to 
that point -- Bush has taken the feds to a new low. As a long-time federal official, 
not a political appointee, I saw first-hand the damage that the Reaganites did to 
the federal government. So good bye Ronnie, RIP.  
 
The Star Press of Muncie, IN, featured one of the few overtly moderated forums where 
the moderator enforced written rules of conduct. When one poster accused the moderator 
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of having fabricated a violation in order to evict a different participant, the moderator 
weighed in directly, writing: “This is incorrect. He indeed used language totally 
inappropriate for our boards.” That was one of 43 posts listed on the forum as produced 
by “Moderator 1.”  
Where discussion forums lack editorial controls, conversations often veered from 
specific topics to whatever the most recent posters preferred. An example of such free-
form results came from the Miami Herald’s well-used forum, where a long thread 
dedicated to the Herald’s syndicated humor columnist Dave Barry carried almost no 
posts discussing the columnist or his work.  
Forums occasionally served not only as community clearinghouses for expression 
but in journalistic roles as spaces for breaking news emerging from audience members. 
This was the case for forums operated by the News & Observer of Raleigh and the 
Gazette of Colorado Springs. With locally based military units in Iraq, each of these 
newspapers hosted forums welcoming facts and speculation from the troops’ friends and 
family members. In these cases, the papers acknowledged that audience members were 
more likely to have the news first. Here the two-way flow serves a journalistic need for 
the newspaper sites. Indeed, the prospect of new information did emerge, as when one 
national guard member’s wife claimed to have been in meetings with the top brass 
supervising her husband’s unit. She wrote in June in the N&O forum that the “word 
among the battalion level and brigade staff” was that the unit would be returning from 
Iraq at the end of the year. This was of course unconfirmed information, but it gave N&O 
reporters a lead to chase, and it gave other posters grist for the community speculation 
mill. 
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Some of the more fascinating examples of discussion forum postings occurred 
when editors jumped into the fray to interact directly with users and to sort out problems. 
The coding revealed one case where an executive editor took part. That was at the 
Monroe News-Star in Alabama, where editor Kathy Spurlock answered a critic who had 
suggested unfair and perhaps biased motives in by-passing the critic’s letter to the editor. 
The critic’s letter had taken issue with a previously published letter dismissing the deaths 
of Arab people. Spurlock answered: 
I can assure you as the person ultimately responsible, our policy is more, 
not less. We publish every letter that meets our basic requirements. We want lots 
of letters to publish because we believe it’s a very important part of what we do. 
We want members of a community to have an outlet to share conversation and 
debate issues. That is a primary reason we have this forum. 
 
The forum proved to be such an open outlet that the critic responded to Spurlock 
in the forum with another message bashing the editors, itemizing unreturned telephone 
calls, suggesting the editors were overlooking plagiarism in the forum, and finishing by 
arguing that “It’s YOUR credibility that’s at stake.” The editor yielded those last words 
to the critic and did not respond.  
At the Columbian in Vancouver, Wa., online editor Ken Bilderback posted a 
lengthy explanation using transparency as a means of what some proponents (Rheingold, 
2000; Kim, 2001) have termed digital community-building. Rather than imposing 
sanctions or excluding offending posters, Bilderback presented his case to audience 
members, asking for their compliance and remedies for structuring a workable forum that 
might meet the paper’s goals of inviting a give-and-take of ideas. In the process, he also 
revealed to the violating posters that he was onto their tricks. This was a fairly lengthy 
post but one illustrative of the process of establishing working systems in a digital news 
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arena. Clearly, this was a message and approach that could have existed only in the 
digital world; in that sense, it symbolized mediamorphosis in the trenches: 
We allow anonymous posts on the forums because we believe that the quality of 
the idea, not the poster’s name, is the most-important element. 
 
We allow multiple aliases for the same reason. However, multiple aliases are 
becoming a problem. There is, as some of you have pointed out, a poster of the 
“liberal” persuasion who uses several aliases, although not anywhere near as 
many as some would allege. 
 
I wish that person would use only one screen name, but he (or she) is not the 
biggest problem we’re facing. 
 
In fact, the person with by far the most aliases happens to be the most-outspoken 
about the alleged abuses of the “liberal” poster with multiple aliases. This person, 
who proudly wears the “conservative” label, out-aliases and out-posts his liberal 
counterpart many times over. 
 
So I’m asking for your input about what to do. Doing nothing is an option. 
Because these posts are anonymous, you shouldn’t assume that everyone is who 
he or she purports to be. We could leave things as they are, and you can decide 
who to believe and who not to believe. 
 
On the other hand, the suspicion that these two multiple-alias posters creates casts 
a cloud over everyone. Those who have figured this out sometimes assume that 
SlingShot, Jumper, NoTeacherLeftBehind and BurkDawg, for just a few 
examples, are aliases of these two serial posters. They are not, and it’s too bad 
that the abuses of two people cast a cloud of suspicion over everyone. 
 
There’s another problem. The serial conservative poster sometimes posts hate-
filled rants purporting to be from a “liberal,” then turns around and alleges that 
the post is typical of all people he disagrees with. While this “strawman” 
approach is as old as debating itself, I’m not sure that it furthers discussion in any 
meaningful way when it ‘s done in such a mean-spirited way. 
 
I could “out” the two main offenders, but I’m not sure that’s fair, because I don’t 
intend to point out every instance of multiple aliases. 
 
My best hope is that everyone would just cool it with the multiple aliases. I don’t 
want to be a cop here. I want to foster free speech, not restrict it. I’m hesitant to 
even raise this issue, because I don’t want you to think I spend all my time tracing 
your posts. Your privacy is very important to me, and I don’t want to pry into 
things any more than I have to. 
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At the same time, I don’t want to sit back and let others restrict speech by 
clogging the forum posting response after response to themselves, pushing out 
other voices. I’m also tired of wading through the “you’re-the-same-person”-”no-
I’m-not-we’re-just-friends” exchanges instead of discussion of real issues and 
ideas. I’m not alone. Traffic to the forum is dropping as these two try to dominate 
things, so more and more they’re simply talking to themselves. 
 
Any idea what, if anything, I should do? Please e-mail me at 
ken.bilderback@columbian.com.  
 
The Columbian example represented a case where an editor intervened, but less to control 
than to present issues of gatekeeping for audience response (no responses were posted at 
the time of coding).  
Audience Comment Space: Even more so than discussion forums, audience 
comment spaces appeared in a variety of structures. Their flexibility applied to more than 
structural design, as these spaces performed a range of functions, all finally meant to 
gather and display users’ comments. Overall, this category was perhaps the most 
amorphous, but all types had in common the fact that audience members were asked to 
comment (sometimes on a specific issue) and given a space – often a box – to do so. 
While discussion forums usually stood alone on their own pages, comments spaces often 
accompanied news stories or editorials or even user polls.  
Rarely did news stories evoke many comments, but the practice of running 
audience responses at the conclusions of stories certainly had the capacity to expand the 
discussion. When, for example, the Vindicator of Youngstown, Ohio, published a news 
obituary praising a physician for his years of support for youth baseball leagues, a poster 
claiming to be a former employee added comments that cast the deceased doctor in far 
less flattering light. The comments ran directly below the story:  
Please. I am glad to hear that he treated someone okay. He was a mean 
man and the worst boss that I ever worked for. We worked sometimes eleven 
 
 
93 
hours a day without a lunch break and he never said a nice word to anyone. 
Everyone was  afraid of him. I cannot even say that he was a good doctor. Sorry 
but the baseball does not make up for any pain that he caused people.  
 
This post dramatically changes the effect of the story. It forces readers to think 
deeper about the doctor and to weigh the choices of whether to accept the conventionally 
soft depiction of the doctor in the news obituary or to accept that he might have been 
somehow less of an exemplary figure. It also challenges users to consider the veracity 
and motives of the anonymous poster. It deepens the conversation.  
The Orlando Sentinel similarly sought comments at the end of specified 
editorials, running the responses one after another to complete the opinion package titled 
Talk About It. In this case, the comments space came with a direct solicitation connecting 
the editorial staff’s opinion with the audiences’. The prompt: 
“Orange has come up with bad solution for failing high schools.” 
That’s the Editorial Board’s position on Superintendent Ron Blocker’s 
plan to allow students to transfer to already overcrowded schools. What do you 
think? 
 
Responding to the editorial’s assignment of a low grade to the superintendent, one 
poster called Sam suggested a different emphasis for placing blame: “How about giving 
the parents a letter grade? How many of them would get an F?” 
More so than discussion forums, comments spaces proved in some applications to 
be superior features for holding participant focus to specific issues and, in the process, in 
providing a range of ideas. One such application, which showed up on at least two sites, 
involved user polls. The features prompted audience members to click on buttons of their 
choices and then – and this was the key – to explain their positions in writing. The online 
results then provided a statistical breakdown of the non-scientific survey results along 
with long lists of indexed responses. The Evansville Courier & News ran results from a 
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question about the merits of teacher tenure. A proponent wrote: 
Tenure is less about free speech and more about research productivity. It’s 
a way to ensure that professors will stay current in their fields. 
 
An opponent saw a drawback: 
 
It’s the reason I had the most worthless math teacher who ever taught - or 
at least held a teaching job - he did not teach. 
 
The Grand Junction Sentinel queried readers on the value of raising gasoline 
prices. This elicited one response that, though somewhat vague, points to the kind of 
scrutiny of news reporting that probably would not have been volunteered by the 
newsroom staff. In this case, at least, the response came from the outside, via the 
participatory function: 
One criticism of the media is they do not look for systemic causes and 
effects. Only simple answers. Well, here is one. Where is consumer habit? Where 
is idea that gas ought to be cheap so we can use more?  
 
As with discussion boards, comments spaces also served as occasional locations 
for staff journalists to interact directly with users – and not always seriously. At the 
Wilmington News Journal’s site, where participation was clearly encouraged, an editor 
had some fun with a sardonic comment in a space connected to a section called Spark, 
which was designed to nurture audience interest in submitting letters to the editor. At 
issue was a new offer of a T-shirt to those submitting letters. The comment read: 
Your periodical has reached an all-time low. Your June 23 issue actually 
begs for letters to the editor. Not only do you beg for letters, but to make matters 
worse, you offer your intellectually challenged readers T-shirts as a further 
inducement to write. How pathetic! Why not offer them free drink coupons at a 
local bar? They probably make more sense drunk anyhow.  
 
An editor seized the moment to parry the comment and to set a tone that such 
digital conversation has at the least an invigorating quality. The editorial reply 
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established a two-way flow – exactly the point of the entire feature – though in this case, 
the editors used the chance instrumentally to enjoy the last words: 
We say: If ever there were a more poetic cry for a free T-shirt, we have 
not heard it. (By the way, if you want to get in on the free T-shirt action, all you 
have to do is send a letter to us here at Spark. If it’s published this summer, you 
get a FREE SPARK T-SHIRT. And there you go.)  
 
Link to Outside Comment: Most of these links were to discussion forums 
unrelated to the newspaper site. The most frequently linked site was E-the-people, a high-
minded site that overtly promotes its function as advancing democratic discourse. A 
frequent indicator of an E-the-people link is the term “Town Hall” in a menu bar, an odd 
choice of terminology since the E-the-People site, sponsored by the non-profit 
Democracy Project, is anything but related to the local town (and home county). The 
English-language site is national, if not global, in its approach to important issues. It 
describes itself as a “public forum for democratic and deliberative conversation, and it 
claims links to more than 1,000 newspaper and other Web sites (Democracy is a 
conversation, 2006). It is also free to newspapers. Some sites, such as that for the 
Winston-Salem Journal, offer a link to E-the-People in lieu of providing a site-based 
discussion forum. The Times Leader of Martins Ferry, Ohio, billed the link as “Belmont 
County’s interactive town hall.” As discussed at length in a previous article (Imfeld & 
Scott, 2005), this practice has conflicting benefits. While participation in E-the-People 
offers certain rewards in the quality of discourse and excellent usability of the site, users 
who follow links leading them away from their local newspaper sites are deprived of 
taking part in local, news-related discussions. Some sites in this sample, such as the 
Wilmington News Journal and the Abilene Reporter-News, offered links both to their own 
discussion boards and to E-the-People.  
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Journalist Weblog: Coding captured several staff-written blogs appearing at 
online sites during a period clearly marked by early experimentation. Most of the blogs 
were new, and the range of topics and approaches indicated no conventional pattern had 
yet emerged as to how newspaper-site bloggers should operate. The most practiced 
blogger in the sample was no doubt Dan Gillmor, a technology columnist at the San Jose 
Mercury News who was an early journalistic adventurer in cyberspace. By 2004, Gillmor 
was serving as a spokesman and author on the promise of the digital craft. Gillmor’s blog 
easily met this study’s definitions for participatory functioning. It invited users’ 
comments, weaving them within the text of the blog as well as in separate comments 
sections; it offered long lists of links to other blogs; and it provided deep sets of 
hyperlinks allowing users to delve into deeper layers of information to build contextual 
understandings.  
As an advocate for building digital media “conversations,” Gillmor not only wrote 
a blog but wrote often about blogging. Here is his description of his blog:  
Weblogs are a unique form, native to the Net. They combine hyperlinks to 
other material and personal observations. I’ve been doing a Weblog since 
October, 1999.  
 
My approach is to post a variety of items -- news and commentary -- on this Web 
site as they come across my field of vision. These items are typically much 
shorter than my column in the paper, but they usually include some perspective. I 
update the page at least once a day, usually more. Weekdays, anyhow -- and when 
I have time on the weekend. These items can be about almost anything.  
 
As at the Mercury News, weblogs showed up at larger newspapers. Virtually all of 
the blogs found were on the Web sites of the 30 newspapers with the largest circulation. 
These blogs touched on many different notes of information and comment. Some were 
intensely personal; others were group productions on single topics. At the Miami Herald, 
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staff research librarian Elizabeth Donovan produced a blog heavy on facts, data, and 
links. She explained in the feature that she was offering to site users the kind of news-
related information she regularly sent electronically to her colleagues in the news room. 
This was mostly a one-way flow, but her blog greatly expanded the range of knowledge 
and access to ideas available on the site, and it carried participants to more spaces where 
comment was possible. Religion reporter Jeffrey Weiss’ blog at the Dallas Morning 
News chronicled his fight with cancer. He called it the Lymphoma Log, and his 
interaction with audience members was the basis for the feature. As one participant 
wrote: 
I’ve been reading your log for a while now and I’m glad you have the guts 
to post such a personal trial so publicly. I think it gives others strength to know 
they aren’t alone with their demons. 
 
The Seattle Post-Intelligencer published a staff blog focused entirely on the 
hometown corporate giant, Microsoft. This was not a personal vehicle like the blogs 
already mentioned. Instead, staff members used the blog to supplement breaking news, to 
speculate on developments, and to guide curious users to other links for even more 
information. On a day when news reports detailed the latest developments in a new MSN 
search engine, the blog offered links to news stories at 7 other news sites, including those 
for Reuters, the New York Times, and the Washington Post. The blog offered space for 
user comments, but none had been posted about Microsoft’s developing search function.  
One qualifying staff-written blog on politics emerged in coding. It was by the 
Orlando Sentinel’s Eric Zorn. There were a few other examples of political reporting and 
commentary, such as at the site of the Ventura County Star in California, that were 
promoted as blogs but not coded. They did not meet this study’s definitions and were 
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little more than print columns transferred online.  
 
Outside Weblog: These were blogs available at the site but produced by people 
not directly affiliated with the newspaper, such as the political science professor whose 
observations on campaigns ran in the Tampa Tribune or a medical student who 
commented on the New York Yankees for the Staten Island Advance. Circulation size did 
not appear to be as much a factor in this category. The Bismarck Tribune, ranked 125th in 
circulation size, for instance, offered a page with local blogs that invited comment.  
Offerings of outside blogs tended to provide multiples. The participation-rich 
Wilmington Journal News offered a web page with magazine-like design welcoming 
readers to try several blogs written by Delaware residents. That page came with its own 
discussion forum as well as a secondary list of links to other blogs. The Spokesman-
Review of Spokane also played up a stable of local bloggers. The Flint Journal not only 
provided a group of blogs but encouragement for self-publishing: 
We are starting weblogs here to bring you the best and most notable of the 
Web on a variety of subjects. You can start your own weblog with no effort, no  
expertise, and no expense. 
 
Photo Weblog or space: This was another area where newspaper Web sites were 
clearly experimenting with the possibilities of user participation. No site overtly sought 
digital photo images for journalistic purposes in the manner that a site had done in the 
study’s pre-test. In that case, the site editors solicited audience photos from the opening 
of a new baseball stadium, displaying the images on a page connected with event 
coverage. In the examples captured in this study, editors did not seek images dedicated to 
specific topics or events and did not always exercise gatekeeping judgment in choosing 
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photos. In that regard, some photo pages resembled unmonitored discussion forums 
where any socially acceptable image qualified for publication.  
The Orlando Sentinel’s participatory photo page carried the most structure. Called 
My Best Shot, this feature carried 48 travel photos that users submitted and ran them in a 
slide-show presentation, with captions and credits. Gatekeeping was evident here in 
selection and editing. The Milwaukee Journal Sentinel ran its feature as a contest. It 
displayed more than 800 color and black-and-white photos, without captions. The link to 
the page was easy to find, but the contest itself was vague. Mostly, this was a space 
where anyone could post a photo. The Annapolis Capital tried a different system. It 
featured a Pic of the Day, chosen by editors. The page included links to archived images 
from the past week.  
Open Chat: This feature proved elusive to find and to code. Few sites offered live 
chat features. Some sites, such as the Boston Globe, used live chat to conduct question-
and-answer sessions, but those events were coded under the Q&A category. In the cases 
where the chat feature did exist, such as at the Evansville Courier & News, few 
exchanges were found. Conversations that did arise were not about news, events, or 
newspapers. The mlive space offered a service called ChatXtra, which on the day of 
coding had been appropriated by a group of friends whose familiar and slow-paced 
exchanges were mostly about husbands, weather, and work. It was not clear if the 
participants had entered the chat space via the newspaper site. Participants did not 
respond to coder queries. A difficulty in investigating live chat is that the services did not 
maintain archives. Comments were even more ephemeral than in other participatory 
structures.  
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Open Weblog: Also found in pre-coding, open weblogs proved rare to find in 
structured forms where editors offered templates allowing users to comment, promote, or 
criticize. A few sites provided fill-in-the-blanks spaces for organizers to promote 
community events. But most of the features coded as open weblogs were simpler 
templates such as so-called guest books, where participants recorded their names and 
shared comments. Guest books are less sophisticated in terms of software, but their 
function was essentially the same as the purposeful free-form open weblog, so they were 
coded in this category.  
 Most examples in this category were unremarkable. Participation was limited. 
But in one case, a simple guest book engendered a robust level of participation, with 
audience members assuming the task of maintaining a workable discussion site. This 
occurred at the Valley Morning Star in Harlingen, TX. The guest book itself was a bare 
structure that offered little more than a welcome and a request to post messages in a form. 
It did not make room for threads, nor did it propose questions or offer rules. However, the 
audience members using the feature were overtly possessive about the news site’s role in 
giving them a space to discuss issues, maintain local identities, and to comment on 
current events. One participant, identified as Joe, made sure a new participant understood 
the interaction, which he explained like this: 
Ninfa..welcome to the board..as you may have already noted..many of us 
are from the Valley living elsewhere...but like to keep in touch..it is great..some of 
us are from the Austin area..some from Dallas..Cesario..from Arizona..Lucky in 
Washington, Gloria..(dallas), Sandee..(Dallas). .Norbert..Austin..currently in 
Kuwait..as well as many others living here in Central Tx. enjoy it..we like to hear 
from everyone..sometimes even people like Gloria..some of us are from Willacy 
County..(Raymondville and surrounding communities). Bottom line..we all have 
some roots in the Valley. 
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This site came across as an exception to the rule generally endorsed by experts 
(Rheingold, 1998, 2000; Kim, 2000; Outing, 2000) that forums and other features better 
serve their democratizing purposes when managed or moderated by responsible parties, 
who in the case of online news sites most obviously are editorial staff members. But the 
VMS might conform to that theory to the extent that participants like Joe performed the 
moderating tasks. Certainly this site, affiliated with a relatively small newspaper in a 
rural area, carried a social function not seen at many other forums. But posters also 
shared comments about events in the news, as when LSQ offered this ethical response to 
a story about local political officeholders:  
“Hear me on this” if I should ever decide to run for office in Willacy 
County I will do it at no cost to the tax payers. I would like to see if the funds 
could go towards building a shelter for abused women or towards other nonprofit 
organizations like the little league. All that I would ask is that my medical 
insurance be paid. If it’s still in existence. 
 
Q & A: This was another feature popular primarily among the largest newspapers, 
where the format allowed for user participation in well-managed settings. As mentioned 
earlier, some Q&A’s involved live chat. In such settings, users had opportunities to ask 
questions, post follow-ups, and share opinions. Other newspaper sites offered 
asynchronous formats, but those too could nurture two-way flows when the conversations 
took place over short periods of time. The Boston Globe held chats with several sources, 
most of them geared toward how-to-do-it projects such as home repairing, gardening, and 
automotive mechanics. The interaction was clearly live, as when one participant chimed 
in with a note of familiarity: “Hey, me again. About that part you mentioned.” At the 
Philadelphia Inquirer, the Q & A sessions were mostly with the paper’s journalists – a 
chance to improve the two-way flow in a setting that required participants to stay focused 
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and accountable for their logic. In the asynchronous format, which the Inquirer used, 
editors controlled the choice of questions. In such cases, one issue becomes the extent of 
the control. The Milwaukee Journal Sentinel held what it called Weekday Chats with 
columnists and outside authorities. The sessions occurred at scheduled times, but users 
were invited to pose questions in advance.  
Reader Reaction Forum: This was an idea starting to gain traction at the time of 
coding. A total of five newspaper sites mentioned the formation of pre-selected 
participants to provide comment on demand, presumably about key issues in the news. 
The only site with a developed system belonged to the Winston-Salem Journal. It relied 
on a sophisticated process that was geared toward participation and but also toward a 
broader goal of measuring some level of public opinion. The sampling strategy was 
suspect in its reliance on voluntary enrollment of Web site users, but the scope of the 
operation was ambitious as a tool of soliciting feedback. An editor’s note explained the 
process: 
Results are based on 127 responses from the 1,660 people who signed up 
to participate in e-mail opinion polls conducted by WiredInsights of Winston-
Salem. Readers can join the You’re the Source opinion panel by clicking here. 
Each week, a winner is picked at random from among the responders and a check 
for $50 is sent to that responder.  
 
The Journal’s format was similar to the kind of vote-and-comment system reviewed 
under the category for audience comment spaces. The distinction in this study, for the 
sake of defining categories, was that participants had signed up to act as regular members 
of the site’s response team. Still, this feature provided similar kinds of comment on 
matters of public concern. The question the Journal posed at the time of coding was 
whether users believed local school boards or the state government should schedule the 
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dates for the public school year. Dozens of responses ran on the site (but not 127) with 
names and zip codes rather than hometowns). Here are two examples: 
       Our school board doesn’t seem to have a clue. Maybe the state legislature 
can interject some common sense into the matter. We need to think, not of 
teacher’s contracts, but of children’s (and their families’) needs.” 
– Helen Losse, 27106 
 
       I think it should be up to the schools as to what they want to do. First of 
all, parents generally send their kids to the same school, so there should be no 
confusion.”  
– Ben Gower, 27106 
 
Editors at the Annapolis Capital told readers that participants in their Reader 
Response Team would be asked to submit comments on the paper’s policies and content 
by e-mail. This was a process that would afford the editors a great deal of gatekeeping 
control. In soliciting what they called a Reader Advisory Network, the Rock Hill Herald 
explained that it might query network members on matters of “a proposed tax increase, 
the war, how we handled a particular story, even what you think of our TV listings.” The 
last point suggested that the Herald might ask for feedback that might go directly to 
executives at times, rather than going onto the Web site as content.  
 
Other: This category was intended to capture the few unforeseen features that 
deserved coding. Indeed, the three cases coded here all involved features inviting users to 
post simple reviews of restaurants or movies. The Boston Globe, for example, used a 
template where users filled in blanks and assigned stars, five for a top recommendation. 
In effect, this was a rudimentary instrument – not unlike an eBay system for measuring 
user trustworthiness – that helped to establish and manage reputations. This reputation 
management system was not, somewhat curiously, not applied in any other feature or 
 
 
104 
area of the sites coded. These reviews offered limited comment but did represent user-
produced content.  
 
Results for Final Correlations 
At the conclusion of this chapter, the study reaches the third and last research 
question: To what extent does U.S. newspaper circulation robustness influence the 
existence of features of participatory communication at newspapers’ online sites? This 
result is very much built on preceding findings. Mean scores for the variables Circulation 
Robustness and Participatory Communication were correlated using Pearson’s formula to 
identify a possible relationship. Table 4.8 provides the results. 
Table 4.8 
Relationship of Circulation Robustness and Participatory Communication 
 N Mean Std. Dev Pearson Corr Sig. 
Circulation 
Robustness 195 .916 .074   
Participatory 
Communication 195 2.02 .2.27   
Results    -.195 .006 
 
The -.195 coefficient, significant at .006, shows a slight influence in the direction of a 
negative relationship between the two variables. The value leads to a finding that as 
newspapers performed worse in circulation robustness – and the great majority did – they 
also moved ahead slightly in adopting the use of participatory features in the digital, 
online setting. This was not a stampede among circulation losers but a small acceleration 
toward online features that is not likely to be explained by chance. To return to the 
research question, then, the finding here is that circulation robustness did influence 
newspapers’ adoption of online participatory features to a small but significant extent.  
The theoretical implications will be discussed in the next chapter.  
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Summary 
Findings illuminated in this chapter revealed how the 195 newspapers included in 
the sample reflected the overall industry trend toward decreasing penetration rates. As 
those rates gradually ebbed for traditional print news, papers were beginning to explore 
the addition of participatory features to their Web sites. A content analysis of the Web 
sites found that the use of participatory features was limited, with a lack of overall 
standardization among the new digital forms. Although a few online sites carried a 
selection of such features, most did not, and the sites in the sample averaged a single 
feature. Newspapers with larger circulations were likely to carry more features.  
A correlation of circulation robustness with an inventory of participatory features 
showed a slight negative relationship indicating that print newspapers’ loss of readers did 
influence their organizations to move online with features that represented an adaptation 
to newer, digital forms for news sites.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 5 
 
CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION  
 
  The structures of the previous two chapters were characterized by segmentation. 
Because of the study’s step-by-step methodological approach, the chapters followed 
similar patterns of organization, with explanations about circulation robustness preceding 
the details of the participatory analysis, and with both of those explanations then 
contributing toward the discussion of relationships between the two areas.  This mapping 
fit the research design, and more generally, followed the logical terrain established by the 
research questions. The segmentation met methodological and reportorial purposes.   
As the purpose shifts in this chapter toward a summative discussion, the study 
now moves toward an organizing strategy of synthesis. The aim here is to work through 
the empirical findings and then to connect them. Accordingly, this chapter examines the 
significance and implications of the results, compares them with prior research and 
theory, and, finally, considers the activities measured during the period of study as they 
help to illuminate current and future directions for newspapers undergoing the shift from 
traditional to digital forms. All this will lead toward a final discussion involving the 
study’s limitations, as well as the possibilities of related research projects in the future.  
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Significance and Implications 
Print Circulation. This study provides an empirical basis to clarify the situation 
that U.S. newspapers confronted in 2004 as transition to new media forms became a clear 
concern. With a few exceptions involving newspapers with core readership in growing, 
suburban areas, daily newspapers overall were suffering from a profound loss of paid 
circulation in regions where they could afford it least – in their home counties.  The broad 
decline of overall circulation had been documented by the Newspaper Association of 
America, the Audit Bureau of Circulation, and by scholarly works (Meyer, 1985; Bogart, 
1989; Meyer, 2004b; Picard, 2004).  This study, one of the first to apply Meyer’s new 
measure of circulation robustness in a relatively large sample of U.S. newspapers, used 
this sophisticated quantitative tool to pinpoint the exact loss over a specified period of 
time encompassing the late 1990s and early 2000s.  This, in essence, addressed the initial 
research question and provided answers using industry-generated data reworked to yield 
these findings. The results certainly underscore the sense of threat that newspapers were 
experiencing in 2004 as a traditional, newsprint-oriented media form.  They were losing 
readers at a substantial rate that was not likely to improve.  
        How did newspapers respond to that threat?  To what degree did they adopt 
practices and structures of participatory communication that might allow them – as 
proponents argued – to shift toward a familiarity with methods of the digital new media? 
This was the thrust of the second research question.  
 
Audience Participation: Findings responding to the second research question 
suggest that newspapers were moving gradually toward the use of participatory features 
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in 2004. If digitization represented a revolution in the dynamics of mass communication, 
U.S. newspapers were at the point of this study more apt to seek an evolution from their 
traditional form to a new one.  This shift required not only the acceptance of a new 
delivery system but of a more fundamental change in the give-and-take of content with 
people formerly known as readers. In the digital arena, readers were becoming users, 
audience members, or even participants. Given the stakes of this change – from the 
profit-making pressures on newspaper corporations to the challenge to journalists’ firm 
grip on news gatekeeping functions – newspapers showed a cautious interest in 
introducing online features that expanded the range of ideas and welcomed audience 
comment.  While a few news sites revealed a willingness to stretch conventions and to 
involve users in the exchange of content, the norm in this study was for sites to carry one 
participatory feature, often a relatively simple to operate discussion board. Almost 4 in 10 
sites, mostly those affiliated with newspapers of smaller circulation, carried no features at 
all. The online flow of information on those sites was no different from print versions. 
These newspapers were migrating onto the Web but were as yet avoiding the popular call 
to present their content in forms unique to the digital landscape.  
The kinds of features found on the sampled Web sites offered notable variation, as 
evidenced in the range of style and function in more popular features such as discussion 
boards, comments spaces, and staff-produced weblogs. This was a period of transition 
and experimentation. One can infer from the evidence that, despite the rhetoric emerging 
about the benefits of shared flows of information, most newspaper organizations were 
wary of moving too quickly and were not responding in 2004 with comprehensive 
programs to exploit the benefits of digitization. Even just two years later, the 
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participatory content found in this study appears rudimentary on the whole and often 
lacked in the editorial attention needed to promote discourse. That is to say, this study 
confirms the arguments of digital proponents (Outing, 2000; Niles, 2005) and the 
findings in previous scholarly studies (Gubman & Greer, 1997; Schultz, 1999; Imfeld & 
Scott, 2005) that newspapers overall in 2004 often were tinkering with participatory 
structures, but publishers and editors were not embracing the idealized claims from 
Peskin (2004) and others that more participation would allow sites to build more trust and 
a more engaged following.  
That said, one of the intriguing side-note discoveries in this study was found on 
one of the most primitive participatory features – a guest book template – at the Web site 
of a fairly small newspaper, the 24,300-circulation Valley Morning Star in Harlingen, 
Texas.  On that simple guest book, users had created a gathering point to share opinions, 
to comment on news, and to assert their identities in cyberspace as being rooted to the 
same geographic place. Among the regular participants was a Harlingen-area resident 
serving in the military in Iraq. This was a rare example that arose in response to the 
fourth research question and was recorded anecdotally in a coding dairy, revealing a 
group of users who had developed their own online community of loose but loyal social 
ties.   
Scholars from Rheingold (2000) to Wellman (2001) to Lin (2001) have held such 
communities, or social networks, to be a worthy end of web-based social interaction. For 
that reason, the Harlingen discovery merits some attention here as a stray bloom draws 
interest in a busy schoolyard. Generally, though, newspapers cannot expect to nurture 
lasting social communities. Although the difference may be a matter of degree, a 
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newspaper’s site ultimately will have less of a social and more of a civic function, where 
lasting ties will prove to be less relevant than the urgencies of free expression.  
       Another significant finding related to both the second and fourth research 
questions is that by 2004, a few sites affiliated with large-circulation newspapers had 
begun to explore methods to manage audience participation as a means of retaining 
control over content posted on their sites. The sites of the Philadelphia Inquirer, Boston 
Globe, and Milwaukee Journal Sentinel made use of question-and-answer features to run 
long streams of information – too long for newsprint versions – prompted by questions 
(and sometimes follow-ups) from the audience.  Other papers made productive use of 
polls, which alone supply little in the way of meaningful feedback. However, when site 
editors asked users to explain their votes and then published dozens of those 
explanations, the outcome offered an unusually wide array of comments that extended 
well beyond what one could expect to discover in, for example, a staff-produced editorial.  
In both examples – the Q&A and the poll comments – editors exercised control over the 
selection of content. They chose the people to be interviewed, weeded out some of the 
questions, and selected which of the poll comments to publish. 
In these cases, the editors welcomed some participation but guarded their gates to 
determine which of the comments should pass into the public arena. This was in 
indication of the willingness at some newspaper sites to encourage a measured flow of 
participatory comment. To have abandoned the gatekeeping would have been 
professionally and economically reckless. As Smolkin (2006) noted this year, even the 
latest tools of digitization do not change the need for newspapers to maintain a working 
balance between innovation and traditional purpose: “There’s a good reason journalists 
 
 
111 
are so wary of innovation. Daring new experiments intended to save newspapers must not 
destroy their souls. They must not turn print journalists into spinning tops, whirling from 
podcasts to vodcasts to  radio appearances to online chats to blogging, then clutching 
their video cameras as they rush to an assignment and, if they get a free second, trying to 
squeeze in a little reporting” (Smolkin, 2006, p. 23). 
            As a different example showed at the Columbian in Vancouver, Wa., traditional 
purposes do not need to drown out new applications. Rather, journalists can sometimes 
need to find new and appropriate methods for gatekeeping that invite rather than restrict 
flows and draw users into the decision-making processes. In this way, both the site 
journalists and users take some accountability for self-regulation. Thus, when an editor at 
the site of wanted participants to interact with more sincere intentions – not simply to 
manipulate the discussions for personal gratification – he posted his own analysis, 
flagged the offenders anonymously, and asked all users for help in improving the 
discourse.  This example revealed the flaws and promises of audience participation. It 
shows how the best efforts of news sites to promote participation can fail, at least in the 
short run, when ill-intended posters sabotage an open forum. But it also offered a glimpse 
of the kind of transparency that, in the long run, may prove effective in managing sites 
for public discourse. Of course, gatekeepers have firmer measures available when self-
regulation fails. They can omit certain posters from the conversation, and when the 
overall discussion turns acrimonious, they can shut down the feature.  A commitment to 
participation does not preclude firm acts of gatekeeping when warranted.  
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        Relating Robustness to Participation: One area where this study notably veers from 
previous explorations and aims to create a new field of knowledge is in mapping a 
relationship between the traditional newspaper form and the new digital one. Reflecting 
the study’s third research question, the aim is to understand how variables interact and 
how, quite simply, a newspaper’s changing prospects with paid circulation influences its 
move toward adopting digital online features. Results indicate a slight but theoretically 
compelling direction in which newspapers, as they fared worse with circulation, were 
adopting more participatory features. Another way to describe this is to say that as 
newspapers experienced an increasing threat to their traditional forms, they were more 
willing to experiment with digital forms.   
        Here is evidence of the process of change, and even this slight indication is worth 
note, given the complexity of the process. The relationship shines some important light 
on the process of change, and the study in its entirety provides an important record about 
the changes taking place at a precise time in the history of newspaper evolution onto the 
Internet.  
        One notable point learned this in study is that the relationship with circulation 
robustness was negative, not positive. This indicates that as newspaper executives 
watched their performances in circulation slacken, they opted to try new techniques 
brought on by digitization and to integrate more participatory comment into their Web 
sites. The shift occurred not as papers were doing better in print but worse. Thus, the 
results suggest the influence from circulation robustness was to provide poorer 
performing papers some urgency to get more involved in audience participation.  This 
finding has theoretical considerations discussed below.  
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Compatibility with previous studies 
        As for how these findings relate to previous studies, the outcome provides both a 
deeper context as well as a narrower and more accurate understanding of newspaper 
industry’s shift toward employing features unique to the digital setting. Previous studies 
tended to seek correlations between paid circulation and inventories of interactivity, and 
they generally found a positive results linkage between the two: larger papers employed 
more interactive elements.  This study, built on the sturdy foundation of a random 
selection of newspapers, found that same linkage involving participatory features but 
went further to study not just size but circulation performance. Here the linkage switched.  
It was not simply circulation size that dictated the willingness to adopt features 
promoting a two-way flow. It was also the newspaper’s record over a recent period in 
maintaining its core readership.   
        These findings are both narrower and deeper than previous studies. They are  
narrower because the study focused on one aspect of an overly broad construct of 
interactivity, examining features exclusively that dealt with the flow of information 
between the sites’ journalists and audience members. It went deeper, as indicated above, 
in its investigation of circulation performance over time as well as in its review of 
examples taken from various sites during coding.  
 
A Theoretical Test  
  Existing theories about technology change held up under the results of this study. 
There were three main outcomes possible in the correlation: a negative or positive 
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relationship or no significant relationship at all. As noted in Chapter 2, theorists have 
generally agreed that a traditional medium is likely to change as a consequence of threat 
rather than opportunity. Newspapers experiencing decreases in circulation performance 
made the move to offer more participatory features. The danger of losing ground was a 
motive to make the digital crossing. This suggests in a preliminary way that digitization, 
as revolutionary as it may be, is not a reason here for a variation in scholarly 
understandings about changes in media technology.  Existing theory passed this initial 
test, but the opportunities will be rich to continue matching current theory with 
developments in this case and in others.   
Newspapers here are Shaw’s (1991) senior citizens. They are in self-defense 
mode in Lehman-Wilzig and Cohen-Avigdor’s (2004) conception. They are changing to 
avoid death by declining circulation (Fidler, 1997). In so far trying to maintain the 
integrity of their sites and functions, the newspapers as a medium are so far are not 
yielding to the notion of a niche (Dimmick, 2003), although one could argue that in the 
decentralized networking of the Internet, the mediamorphosis occurring today as 
newspapers move toward digitization can lead to nothing more than millions of niches.  
The guest book for Harlingen’s Valley Morning Star is little more than a niche with no 
comparable unit in the paper’s printed version.  
 
Trends: Timing, Sampling, and Data 
        This study’s findings are rooted in the year 2004. This is when Audit Bureau of 
Circulation data bases from 2003 reports became available and also when the online news 
sites in the sample were coded.  The results and these conclusions accordingly speak to 
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activities leading up to (in the case of calculating circulation robustness) and during (for 
participatory communication) that period of time.  This discussion, however, can clearly 
benefit from a recognition of how the trends noted here have continued in the past two 
years – and how they might continue to develop. A later section will address future 
trends.  To catch a glimpse of developments in the past two years, though, the author 
chose three newspaper Web sites to code again in July 2006 – two years following the 
initial coding – using the same coding rules from 2004.  
        This new coding was not meant to produce a second round of empirical findings; 
that will be the province of future research projects discussed at the end of this chapter. 
Rather, the coding was intended to serve as a simple indicator of whether selected sites 
had evolved in their offerings of participatory features. The three sites were for the 
Tampa Tribune, the New York Daily News, and the Annapolis Capital.  Unlike the 
empirically guided sampling of this study, these papers were not randomly selected. 
Instead, each was chosen for a principled reason. The Tribune had been the highest scorer 
in 2004 coding. It led the pack. It offered the prospect of revealing the pace of continued 
change.  The Daily News was the newspaper with the highest print circulation in the 
sample, but in 2004 it carried just one participatory feature. How much would a major 
metropolitan daily – and an average achiever in terms of audience participation – change 
in two years? The Capital was a smaller-circulation newspaper with a site that had shown 
an interest in participation.  
        Coding revealed that the sites did not change much in terms of the number of 
features available. The Tribune, which had tallied a score of 11 in 2004, earned 12 points 
in the 2006 coding. The Daily News went from 2 to 4. The Capital retrenched from 6 to 
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3. All three sites had abandoned their discussion forums. But the scores by themselves 
did not reveal the full context of the offerings. The Tribune, for example, had 
significantly increased activities with question-and-answer discussions involving readers.  
More notably, the site offered an array of features inviting audience comments. One 
effect: multiple opportunities throughout the site for audience involvement. Since most 
fell under the category of audience comment, the site earned just two points – one for the 
existence of the feature and one more for its active status. But certainly, even with the 
loss of a rather general discussion forum, the opportunities on the Tribune site for 
audience comment on specific topics had increased.  
        This revelation deserves a note here to suggest that suggests a possible adjustment 
for future coding projects: Instead of requiring one notation per category, as in this study, 
researchers might consider revising coding protocols to better capture the extent of use by 
assigning coding points for each distinct type of usage of a feature. Structures asking for 
audience comment can vary substantially, from what-do-you-think spaces at the ends of 
news stories to editorials geared especially to draw public responses as follow-up content. 
Perhaps they each deserve to be coded to better account for users’ opportunities on a site. 
This tactic has its coding considerations, too, of course. Such as time and reliability. 
Coding every variation of a structure significantly increases the amount of time necessary 
to code an entire Web site; it may, in fact, mean that coders would need to click through 
virtually every link to a new page or structure, a difficult task, as McMillan (2000) noted. 
Such exhaustive coding also raises the need for a finer and more comprehensive set of 
coding rules – is one type of audience comment really different from another? – and puts 
added strain on questions of  reliability. Thus, there are advantages and risks in such a 
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coding strategy, but as news sites becoming richer in participatory features, researchers 
should consider alternatives in coding strategies.  They also may wish to reduce the size 
of samples and explore participatory features more deeply, whether quantitatively or 
qualitatively.  
        One other area where recent coding revealed an obvious change was in the increase 
of weblogs. This should come as no surprise to observers following the evolution of 
online commentary. In fact, the Bowman & Willis (2004) report cited often in this study 
was in some ways a manifesto at the vanguard of the blogging phenomenon. Certainly, 
two years after this study’s coding, sites such as the Tribune’s carried a far more diverse 
offering of weblogs produced both by staff journalists and outsiders. The Daily News had 
no blogs in 2004. By no means was it an exemplar of digital journalism in 2006, but the 
site did offer the blogs of several Daily News writers. The Capital, however, did not. 
Audience participation on the site was limited to posting photographs and to the promise 
of enlistment in a reader reaction forum. The solicitation for forum members was 
essentially the same as two years earlier, but there was no evidence on the site that forum 
members’ comments were shared with the audience.  While the Tribune had continued to 
deepen its conversation with users and the Daily News had begun to experiment with 
blogs, The Capital had not progressed in two years in the shift toward audience 
participation. Here at this micro level was a bit of anecdotal evidence to suggest that the 
rate of adoption remains uneven. 
        On a related issue, this study’s sampling strategy forced the exclusion of national 
U.S. newspapers such as the Wall Street Journal, the New York Times, the Washington 
Post, and USA Today. They were excluded because the reach of their circulation undercut 
 
 
118 
the premise behind the construction of the variable for Circulation Robustness, which is 
that a newspaper’s core readership exists in its home county. Removing these papers 
from consideration was a difficult proposition because each has been at the forefront in 
the development of online participatory features.  Had the Post’s site been coded for 
participatory features in 2006, for example, it would have earned a score of 16, and the 
Times 14.  Had they been in the sample in 2004, these sites without question would have 
been among the leaders in promoting participation.  
        These sites of elite papers remain among the most developed in 2006. One 
indication of the sophistication of the Post’s features is the fact that it offers a search 
function strictly to help users locate items in discussions. A separate and broader function 
handles searches for the entire news site.  The Post not only shows evidence of digitally 
oriented gatekeeping, it actually displays photos of its gatekeepers – the editorial hosts 
who conduct live-chat Q&A sessions and lead discussions on the site’s many monitored 
forums. This is an indication of transparency on a higher order. It shows a willingness to 
treat audience participation on a professional level, and it speaks to Boczkowski’s 
(2004a) observations that online news sites should reconsider newsworker roles. Here is a 
suggestion that the Post has granted legitimacy to the new journalistic role of engaging 
with the audience through a regular flow of information. But how open and engaging is 
this two-way flow? That question remains to be answered in a systematic way. This study 
can observe, however, that the Post has shown a commitment to open its gates and while 
managing them carefully.  
        This discussion about advanced methods and best practices in use today leads to 
intriguing questions about newspaper adaptation to the kinds of digitally based 
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developments that might arrive next. The following section explores and evaluates 
possibilities proposed in recent literature.  
 
The Future: News and Participation 
        One point that can be reliably deduced from current consumer habits and the history 
of media technologies is that digitization’s effects are going to accelerate change. The 
consumption trend is unmistakable in the United States. A media-use survey released in 
March from the Pew Internet & American Life Project found that in the past four years, 
Internet penetration has risen from 58% to 70% of all adult Americans, and the 
percentage of homes using broadband connections – a key indicator of online news 
consumption – has increased from 10% to 37% (Horrigan, 2006). Almost a quarter of the 
Pew survey respondents said they used the Internet “yesterday” to access online news 
(Horrigan, 2006). These are indicators of the rapid ascension of the Internet and its World 
Wide Web as a maturing medium of mass communication. This continuing trend holds 
consequences for the U.S. newspaper industry’s tenuous position as an old medium – as 
one of Shaw’s (1991) most senior media citizens – in the process of adapting to the 
principles of communicating with its audiences over the Internet.      
        Another Pew study (Fox, Anderson, & Rainie, 2004) sought to gather and organize 
the predictions of 1,286 people considered to be technology experts and respected social 
analysts.  That study digested responses into general predictions. Here are three that 
relate to this study: 
        1. The Internet will be more deeply integrated in our physical environments and 
             high-speed connections will proliferate – with mixed results.   
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        2. In the emerging era of the blog, experts believe the Internet will bring yet more 
            dramatic change to the news and publishing worlds. They predict the least  
            amount of change to religion.   
        3. Experts are both in awe and in frustration about the state of the Internet. They 
            celebrate search technology, peer-to-peer networks, and blogs; they bemoan  
            institutions that have been slow to change.   
These findings reflect some of the points of this study, underscoring the direction of 
change, its effects, the creation of a wider flow of information, and the cautious 
transformation from print to the web.  The first two points aim into the future. The third 
captures the impatience of those who would like to see cautious organizations such as 
most in the newspaper industry move more purposefully into the era of digitized news. 
They would accelerate this mediamorphosis. 
 An online columnist and blogger for the Poynter Institute, Steve Outing (2005) 
touted the capability of amateurs to help record breaking news, such as the impact of the 
Dec. 26, 2004, earthquake and tsunami that devastated coastal areas in Southeast Asia. 
But he conceded that even though online sites will develop good, timely stories and 
photos from folks who happen to be near breaking events, possibly with cameras built 
into their mobile devices, site editors also must assume the task of filtering out most other 
submissions. “But those shiny nuggets of citizen-reported news,” says Outing, “will come 
amid a lot of dreck (2005, p. 80).”  This, again, is another call for more elastic 
gatekeeping. The editor still plays an important role in judging what makes news, but 
now in Outing’s (2005) conception, more kinds of people are submitting it and perhaps 
discussing the selection process online.  “All of this presents new opportunities for 
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traditional journalism, but its practitioners will have to assume different mindsets to take 
advantage of it” (2005, p. 80). For instance, Outing wants to see editors consider user-
submitted material as valid as journalist-produced work, including the best of the amateur 
work with the best of the staff-made content. He wants editors to seek a balance, running 
firsthand amateur-submitted material alongside the usual staff-created work.  This is a 
future with sustained journalistic norms but without fences, without hard-and-fast 
definitions. It also would seem to be a future with a re-write desk to ensure a consistency 
in style and approach – all tools to achieve the balance.  
         What is a newspaper’s benefit in incorporating audience-produced content? Outing 
(2005) suggests that sites that develop reputations will gather the best submissions and 
also build a loyal following. This notion, too, blurs distinctions. The loyal readers/users 
become the loyal contributors, providing a depth of information that closed sites cannot 
emulate.  In this conception, Outing argues there is no conflict between traditional and 
online journalism. It is the same journalism practiced according to newer and, in fact, 
inevitable, rules of digitization. He wrote:  “The opportunity exists for savvy mainstream 
news organizations to establish themselves as the place to go for firsthand citizen and 
eyewitness reporting and the place where eyewitnesses know they can go to share their 
experiences and amateur reporting and be rewarded with a large audience” (2005, p. 80). 
        Bowman and Willis (2005) authored the lead article in the recent Nieman Reports 
publication that carried 13 articles, some quite brief, on aspects of participatory media 
practices.  The authors list five points that represent  “emerging changes” they envision in 
digitally oriented journalism (2005, p. 9):   
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        1.  Successful mainstream media organizations will find the right mix of   
             “community, content, commerce and tools” to combine citizen and professional 
             journalism. “Some media will begin to pay for the best citizen contributions.” 
       2.  Mobile Internet applications, such as through cell phones, will continue to surge 
             and will prompt more reshaping of news.  
        3.  Audiences accustomed to more open communication will insist on higher levels  
  of transparency from journalists, who will respond with more weblogs to explain 
             their methods and to converse with users in a more “authentic voice.” 
        4.  The source of authority will shift from institutions to influential communities or  
             individuals who build trustworthy reputations through “hard-won public 
             discourse.”   
        5.  Journalism education, which has been slow to adjust to digital news applications, 
             will change rapidly over the next five years. Media organizations themselves will 
             get involved in training participants in creating news, following the lead of the 
             BBC’s forthcoming College of Journalism.  
         All of these predictions, from the Pew study (2004), Outing (2005), and finally 
Bowman and Willis (2005), envision an acceleration in digital technology use and an 
accompanying shift in media adoption of digital tools. For Outing (2005) and Bowman 
and Willis (2005), the winners in traditional media, such as newspapers, will be those 
organizations that adapt most efficiently to the realities of the two-way flow and who 
learn to use participating audience members toward journalistic goals. These predictions 
presume that successful news organizations can manage the shift, will avoid chaos, and 
will not be swamped by emerging and competing forces online.  More important than 
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that, the predictions presume that greater and more diverse flows of information will 
prove to be beneficial for online sites. The logic of digitization is persuasive, but how 
well newspapers adapt in terms of content and economics remains the great test.    
  These are predictions that address the near future, in some cases the next five 
years. They envision a neat mediamorphosis where intact newspaper organizations can 
make the shift into roles of trusted online players as long as they embrace a more 
democratizing form of gatekeeping. This study suggests that the shift is indeed underway, 
prompted by the threat of obsolescence and led by the most elite or innovative 
newspapers, though the changeover is not occurring quickly nor evenly across a sampling 
of almost 200 newspapers.   
             In 2004, the need for change, as seen in declining patterns of paid circulation, 
was evident. The tactics of change, including the adoption of more participatory 
practices, were quite cautious.  In the past two years since the data were gathered, certain 
tools and features – weblogs, podcasts, and video – have gained greater popularity, and 
the notion of citizen journalism has gained currency, especially in the practice of 
independent newsgathering, such as during disasters and other high-profile breaking 
news events.  This evolution fits historical trends as online journalistic practices pick up 
speed as they move toward more mature stages of development. But overall, a degree of 
caution still characterizes the mediamorphosis. 
This caution reflects the status of the newspaper medium. With little to lose, any 
individual can commit to digital practices and assume a role as blogger, reporter, and 
commentator. Newspaper operations in the United States are weighed down not only by 
size and financial concerns but, as Smolkin (2006) noted, by traditional and self-
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identified functions of newsgathering and public-service oriented reporting. If the loss of 
readers is a threat to the traditional medium, the loss of control of its newsmaking 
authority looms as an equally compelling threat. The mantra of the digital world is that by 
giving up control, one earns control. In making the crossing into online journalism, 
newspapers must be expected to yield control incrementally. Meyer (2004b) concludes 
that the important journalistic function will continue even as media forms evolve. Thus, 
newspapers as recognized today may not exist in a more distant future, but he maintains 
that the practice of journalism popularized by newspapers for more than 300 years will 
continue to evolve.  This notion fits with the general theoretical observations about 
innovations in media technologies, particularly the ideas of Lehman-Wilzig and Cohen-
Avigdor (2004), whose clever work suggests that, in effect, the cellular structure of 
newspaper journalism will continue to survive within less recognizable forms of new 
media. In that sense, current forms are likely to exist in another few generations in much 
the same way that eager observers can find the characteristics of grandparents in the faces 
of children. 
        Digitization strains contemporary knowledge and theory about media change 
because of its revolutionary effects.  Stevenson (1994) argues that the last revolution of 
equal scope occurred when Gutenberg developed movable type, an innovation with 
profound effects on the media’s role in society (Anderson, 1983). Newspapers are 
confronting no small amount of morphing here. Their audience members are shifting – 
and will continue to shift – from passive readers holding pages of newsprint to far more 
active participants in the habit of reading with their fingers on diverse types of keyboards. 
They are consuming information through the revolutionary practice of using tools of self-
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expression: keyboards, mobile telephones, and other portable devices. Thus, newspaper 
journalists are confronting a substantial change that requires new definitions in their 
practices and roles, but not an abandonment of their journalistic standards. This shift 
challenges newspapers to welcome the wider conversation, to expand notions of 
gatekeeping, and to embrace the notion of again serving as a trusted central point for 
public examination of ideas and events.  This is a big promise that follows an equally 
large change.  
 
Study Limitations 
        This research design relied upon one element of digitization, participatory comment, 
as an area emblematic of newspapers’ overall movement onto the Internet.  The choice of 
one area was a necessary reductive tactic for social scientific purposes of conducting a 
narrow and manageable inquiry.  Nevertheless, the choice of examining any one set of 
structures on an online news site risks the possibility that the greater dynamic is less 
readily seen. For that reason, any analysis of this study’s implications needs to recognize 
that the digital crossing described on these pages is based on evidence strictly of the use 
of participatory features. This point speaks to the need for more research studies that run 
parallel to this one and investigate mediamorphosis by observing use of other digital 
tools.  
           Constraints involved with the online content analysis led to another limitation. 
The discussion in Chapter 3 highlighted the difficulties of conducting systematic 
examinations of content at news sites. This study encountered a related difficulty in the 
overall lack of participatory features to code on most online sites. More data would have 
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been more useful for statistical analyses, even though the lack of data in itself was 
revealing of the process of mediamorphosis.   
Another area to consider rests in the operational muscle of any variable used to 
capture the performance of a newspaper. The use of Meyer’s (2004b) new variable 
measuring circulation robustness is indeed a plus for this study, providing a deeper 
reading of circulation activity than mere totals. But even at that, a challenge with studies 
such as this one that plumb newspaper operations is the difficulty in identifying variables 
that adequately carry out the terms of the research questions. Newspaper variables are 
problematic because newspapers themselves are such complex creatures, and there are no 
simple ways to link content to overall performance as measured in circulation statistics. 
As anyone who has worked in a newsroom will testify, the most compelling content still 
depends upon the abilities of non-newsroom workers to work until dawn delivering 
papers on time to subscribers’ homes. This is a limitation that also helps to explain why 
strong quantitative relationships are difficult to find in this kind of research study. This 
frank discussion, however, is not offered as a justification to abandon efforts to ask 
important questions or to search for operational variables, especially in this era of 
significant transition. Rather, the limitation here offers worthy challenges and motives for 
researchers to continue to devise more sophisticated methods to seek knowledge.   
        Finally, the charge for this study was to effect a quantitative correlation involving 
circulation calculations on one side and numerical tallies of features on the other.  The 
study accomplished this. In any work involving participation, though, the impulse is to 
learn more about the interaction. Through the use of examples collected during coding, 
this study extended its mission to observe details of the participation. Despite the 
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inclination, to do more would have taken the research beyond its bounds. The quest to 
keep exploring the quality of the participation leads to questions of future research in the 
next section.    
 
Directions for Future Research 
        One obvious area for more research is a second round of coding to begin to record 
newspapers’ movement onto the Internet over a longer period of time. The ability to do 
so will certainly extend the usefulness of this study and its baseline data. As mentioned 
earlier, the coding protocol might benefit from revisions, but should maintain enough of 
the integrity of this coding strategy to ensure that comparisons are valid.  
         A media management study that examines staffing and economics would help to 
explain another element of the mediamorphosis. It could help to illuminate the degree of 
commitment to change as well as the constraints on various newspaper organizations. 
Research literature today reveals a lack of studies of this type. Nevertheless, triangulating 
such information with a second content analysis would provide an opportunity to develop 
a great deal of additional knowledge. 
         Survey-based research also could offer new information. There is much room for 
studies querying journalists on their opinions and practices as they make the digital 
crossing. One problem with surveys, however, is that they often fail to delve beyond 
respondents’ self-reporting. To that extent, research taking qualitative approaches could 
provide a kind of depth of meaning that would fit well with other studies. This can be 
accomplished through the use of long interviews and focus groups with smaller samples 
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of journalists and audience members.  Certainly, the interaction between those two 
groups is a great and important point to study today.  
       Finally, ethnographic research offers perhaps the most fruitful possibilities today as 
newswork definitions continue to change. This is rich period for any kind of observations 
about routines and cultural practices. There is room to investigate the roles of site editors 
working as monitors or in regular capacities handling participatory comment. They 
represent an essentially new aspect of journalism.  It is also possible to focus 
ethnographic work on users and on their communities to understand more about how and 
why people share comments and why they might find news sites particularly compelling 
– or not so. One problem with ethnographic study of media use is simply that the practice 
is essentially personal.  It may not be too revealing to watch people sitting at keyboards, 
for example, but the focus can be on content and the thinking and practices that go into its 
creation.  
  
Summary  
This study offers a clear picture of the decline in the performance in print of a 
randomly selected sample of daily U.S. newspapers, with most papers experiencing a 
decline in core readers in recent years and only a small number of suburban papers 
showing increases in penetration rates.  This finding alone supports arguments that 
newspapers are in need of profound changes if they are to survive in print, and it offers 
caution about newspaper survival in digital forms as well.  Further calculations show that, 
in response to their unhappy circumstances, and fitting with the work of media theorists, 
newspapers are in fact moving gradually online and are offering features identified as 
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unique to the Web.  A key point here is that this movement is occurring not as 
newspapers maintain their presence in traditional printed forms but in response to a clear 
pattern of decline. Thus, even as digitization presents established media forms with a 
profound challenge of revolutionary proportions, the pattern of mediamorphosis so far 
fits the same process of change and reinvention that media historians have traced in 
previous eras of technological change.   
 In 2004, when data for this study was gathered, newspapers’ transition onto the 
World Wide Web lacked uniformity.  Focusing on the types of online structures that 
invite readers (or users) to participate in posting comments on newspaper sites, this 
research finds that news sites were characterized by a lack of uniformity and, generally, a 
cautious approach to involving audiences in the creation of content. The analysis found 
occasional cases where newspaper sites prompted users for comments and presented 
them in useful and thought-provoking means. More often, however, site editors solicited 
scant comment or made little effort to integrate user comments with the other news on the 
sites. The lack of standards fit with Kawamoto’s (2003) observation that change is a 
continuing expectation of online sites.  Just as important, the caution reflected the crisis 
in journalistic function that digitization introduces to U.S. newspapers and to news 
workers as a whole.   
  While proponents argue that newspapers must welcome a two-way flow – or 
conversation – with users online, this new method also threatens journalists’ established 
identities as credible arbiters of newsworthy information. What can newspapers do? 
Commentators such as Kovach & Rosenstiel (2001) and Outing (2005) maintain that 
newspapers can benefit from doing both: They can welcome audience involvement in 
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recognition of the shift in the way people increasingly consume and comment upon 
popular, mediated information. At the same time, journalists can maintain their 
professional standards while necessarily modifying their roles to become interpreters or 
guides. Digital gatekeeping will require more elasticity, but editors should not abandon 
their important gatekeeping role, which is fundamental to their public function. Rather in 
this era of revolutionary change in the mass media, they should recognize the value of re-
engineering their gates to be hinged on both sides, enabling wider flows of content to 
help generate and comment upon news and ideas, but not without journalistic scrutiny.  
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Appendix A 
 
Newspapers in Study Sample in Alphabetical Order by Title 
 
Abilene Reporter-News   TX 
Akron Beacon-Journal   OH 
Albany Herald    GA 
Albuquerque Journal    NM 
Albuquerque Tribune *    NM 
Amarillo Globe-News   TX 
Anchorage Daily News   AK 
Annapolis Capital    MD 
Anniston Star     AL 
Asbury Park     NJ 
Asheboro Courier Times   NC 
Athens Banner-Herald   GA 
Attleboro Sun Chronicle   MA 
Austin American Statesman   TX 
Baltimore Sun     MD 
Batavia Daily News    NY  
Bay City Times    MI 
Beacon News (Aurora)   IL 
Beaumont Enterprise    TX 
Bismarck Tribune    ND 
Bloomington Pantagraph   IL 
Boston Globe     MA 
Bowling Green Daily News   KY 
Bristol Herald Courier   VA 
Bucks County Courier Times   PA 
Capital Times (Madison)   WI  
Center Daily Times (State College)  PA 
Chambersburg Public Opinion  PA 
Charleston Gazette *    WV 
Clarksville Leaf Chronicle   TN 
Columbian (Columbia)   WA 
Connecticut Post    CT 
Contra Costa Times (Walnut Creek)  CA 
Corpus Christi Caller-Times   TX 
Courier (Houma)    LA 
Courier News (Bridgewater)   NJ 
 
Daily Camera (Boulder)   CO 
Daily Herald (Arlington Heights)  IL 
Daily Herald (Provo)    UT  
Daily Journal (Vineland)   NJ 
Daily News Record (Harrisonburg)  VA 
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Daily Record (Parsippany)   NJ 
Dallas Morning News    TX 
Danville Commercial-News   IL 
Democrat and Chronicle (Rochester)  NY 
Detroit Free Press *    MI  
Duluth News Tribune    MN 
Eagle (Bryan)     TX 
Eagle-Tribune (North Andover)  MA 
El Paso Times     TX 
Evansville Courier & Press   IN 
Fairfield Daily Republic   CA 
Findlay Courier    OH 
Flint Journal     MI 
Fort Collins Coloradoan   CO 
Fort Worth Star-Telegram   TX 
Fredericksburg Free Lance-Star  VA 
Ft. Smith Times Record   AR 
Ft. Wayne News-Sentinel *   IN 
Gadsden Times    AL 
Gallup Independent    NM 
Gazette (Colorado Springs)   CO 
Gloucester County Times   NJ 
Grand Forks Herald    ND 
Grand Junction Daily Sentinel  CO 
Greeneville Sun    TN 
Greenville News    SC 
Greenwood Index Journal   SC 
Hagerstown Morning Herald   MD 
Hanover Evening Sun    PA 
Hartford Courant    CT 
Hawaii Tribune Herald (Hilo)  HI 
Hendersonville Times-News   NC 
Herald (Rock Hill)    SC 
Herald News (Fall River)   MA 
Herald Star (Steubenville)   OH 
Herald-News (Durham)   NC 
Hickory Daily Record    NC 
Houston Chronicle    TX 
Idaho Falls Post Register   ID 
Independent (Ashland)   KY 
Inland Valley Daily Bulletin (Ontario) CA 
Item (Sumter)     SC 
Jackson Citizen Patriot   MI 
Jackson Clarion-Ledger   MS 
Jersey City Journal *    NJ 
Johnson City Press    TN 
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Joplin Globe     MO  
Journal Inquirer (Manchester)  CT 
Journal News (White Plains)   NY 
Journal Times (Racine)   WI 
Journal-Gazette (Ft. Wayne)   IN 
Kane County Chronicle (Geneva)  IL 
Kennebec Journal    ME 
King County Journal (Kent)   WA 
Knoxville News-Sentinel   TN 
Lake Charles American Press   LA 
Lancaster New Era *     PA 
Lansdale Reporter    PA 
Lansing State Journal    MI 
Lebanon Daily News    PA 
Lockport Union-Sun & Journal  NY 
Manitowoc Herald Times Reporter  WI 
Mansfield News-Journal   OH 
Marquette Mining Journal   MI 
Mason City Globe Gazette   IA 
Maui News (Wailuku)    HI 
McKeesport Daily News   PA 
Meridian Star     MS 
Miami Herald     FL  
Middletown Journal    OH 
Milwaukee Journal Sentinel   WI 
Missoulian (Missoula)   MT 
Monroe Evening News   MI 
Monroe News-Star    LA 
Montgomery Advertiser   AL 
Morning Sentinel (Waterville)  ME 
Mt. Vernon Skagit County Herald  WA 
Napa Register     CA 
New Castle News    PA 
New Jersey Herald (Newton)   NJ 
New London Day    CT 
New York Daily News   NY 
News & Observer (Raleigh)   NC 
News Sun (Waukegan)   IL 
News-Enterprise (Elizabethtown)  KY 
News-Sentinel (Lodi)    CA 
News-Times (Danbury)   CT 
News-Tribune (Tacoma)   WA 
Norfolk News     NE 
Norman Transcript    OK 
Norristown Times Herald   PA 
North County Times (Escondido)  CA 
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Northern Virginia Daily (Strasburg)  VA 
Northwest Herald (Crystal Lake)  IL 
Norwich Bulletin     CT 
Ocala Star Banner    FL 
Olympian (Olympia)    WA 
Omaha World     NE 
Opelika-Auburn News   AL 
Orlando Sentinel    FL 
Owensboro Messenger Inquirer  KY 
Paducah Sun     KY  
Pasadena Star-News    CA 
Patriot News (Harrisonburg)   PA 
Pensacola News Journal   FL 
Petersburg Progress-Index   VA 
Philadelphia Inquirer    PA 
Portsmouth Daily Times   OH 
Pottstown Mercury    PA 
Quincy Patriot Ledger   MA 
Register-Mail (Galesburg)   IL 
Republican-American (Waterbury)  CT 
Rocky Mountain News   CO 
Rutland Herald    VT 
San Angelo Standard-Times   TX 
San Jose Mercury News   CA 
Seattle Post-Intelligencer   WA 
Sentinel & Enterprise (Fitchburg)  MA 
Sentinel (Carlisle)    PA 
Sharon Herald     PA 
South Bend Tribune    IN 
Spokesman-Review (Spokane)  WA 
Springfield News-Leader   MO 
Springfield News-Sun   OH 
Springfield State Journal Register  IL 
Star Press (Muncie)    IN 
Staten Island Advance   NY 
Statesman-Journal (Salem)   OR 
Sun (Bremerton)    WA 
Sun (Lowell)     MA 
Sunbury Daily Item    PA 
Sun-Journal (Lewiston)   ME 
Tallahassee Democrat    FL 
Tampa Tribune    FL 
The Daily Review (Hayward)  CA 
The Messenger (Fort Dodge)   IA 
The Press (Atlantic City)   NJ 
The Sun (Yuma)    AZ 
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Times Leader (Martins Ferry)  OH 
Times News (Lehighton)   PA 
Times-News (Burlington)   NC 
Times-Standard (Eureka)   CA 
Topeka Capital Journal   KS 
Traverse City Record-Eagle   MI 
Tribune (San Luis Obispo)   CA 
Tribune Chronicle (Warren)   OH 
Tribune-Democrat (Johnstown)  PA 
Valley Morning Star (Harlingen)  TX 
Ventura County Star    CA 
Vindicator (Youngstown)   OH 
Washington Times *    DC 
Wausaw Daily Herald    WI 
Wenatchee World    WA 
Whittier Daily News    CA 
Wilmington News Journal   DE 
Wilmington Star-news   NC 
Winston-Salem Journal   NC 
Wisconsin State Journal (Madison)  WI 
Wooster Daily Record   OH 
Wyoming Tribune-Eagle (Cheyenne) WY 
York Daily Record    PA 
 
*  Initially selected but later excluded 
 
 
 
Newspapers in Study Sample by State 
 
Alaska 
Anchorage Daily News 
 
Alabama 
Anniston Star 
Gadsden Times 
Montgomery Advertiser 
Opelika-Auburn News 
 
Arkansas 
Ft. Smith Times Record 
 
Arizona 
The Sun (Yuma) 
 
California 
North County Times (Escondido) 
Times-Standard (Eureka) 
Fairfield Daily Republic 
The Daily Review (Hayward) 
News-Sentinel (Lodi) 
Napa Valley Register 
Inland Valley Daily Bulletin (Ontario) 
Pasadena Star-News 
San Jose Mercury News 
Tribune (San Luis Obispo) 
Ventura County Star 
Contra Costa Times (Walnut Creek) 
Whittier Daily News 
 
Colorado 
Daily Camera (Boulder) 
Gazette (Colorado Springs) 
Rocky Mountain News 
Fort Collins Coloradoan 
Grand Junction Daily Sentinel 
 
Connecticut 
Connecticut Post (Bridgeport) 
News-Times (Danbury) 
Hartford Courant 
Journal Inquirer (Manchester) 
New London Day 
Norwich Bulletin 
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Republican-American (Waterbury) 
 
District of Columbia 
Washington Times 
 
Delaware 
Wilmington News Journal 
 
Florida 
Miami Herald 
Ocala Star Banner 
Orlando Sentinel 
Pensacola News Journal 
Tallahassee Democrat 
Tampa Tribune 
 
Georgia 
Albany Herald 
Athens Banner-Herald 
 
Hawaii 
Hawaii Tribune Herald 
Maui News 
 
Iowa 
The Messenger (Fort Dodge) 
Mason City Globe Gazette 
 
Idaho 
Idaho Falls Post Register 
 
Illinois 
Daily Herald (Arlington Heights) 
Beacon News (Aurora) 
Bloomington Pantagraph 
Northwest Herald (Crystal Lake) 
Danville Commercial-News 
Register-Mail (Galesburg) 
Kane County Chronicle (Geneva) 
Springfield State Journal Register 
News Sun (Waukegan) 
 
Indiana 
Evansville Courier & Press 
Journal-Gazette (Ft. Wayne) 
Ft. Wayne News-Sentinel * 
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Star Press (Muncie) 
South Bend Tribune 
 
Kansas 
Topeka Capital Journal 
 
Kentucky 
Independent (Ashland) 
Bowling Green Daily News 
News-Enterprise (Elizabethtown) 
Owensboro Messenger Inquirer 
Paducah Sun 
 
Louisiana 
Courier (Houma) 
Lake Charles American Press 
Monroe News-Star 
 
Massachusetts 
Attleboro Sun Chronicle 
Boston Globe 
Herald News (Fall River) 
Sentinel & Enterprise (Fitchburg) 
Sun (Lowell) 
Eagle-Tribune (North Andover) 
Quincy Patriot Ledger 
 
Maryland 
Annapolis Capital 
Baltimore Sun 
Hagerstown Morning Herald 
 
Maine 
Kennebec Journal 
Sun-Journal (Lewiston) 
Morning Sentinel (Waterville) 
 
Michigan 
Bay City Times 
Detroit Free Press * 
Detroit News * 
Flint Journal 
Jackson Citizen Patriot 
Lansing State Journal 
Marquette Mining Journal 
Monroe Evening News 
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Traverse City Record-Eagle 
 
Minnesota 
Duluth News Tribune 
 
Missouri 
Joplin Globe 
Springfield News-Leader 
 
Mississippi 
Jackson Clarion-Ledger 
Meridian Star 
 
Montana 
Missoulian (Missoula) 
 
North Carolina 
Asheboro Courier Tribune 
Times-News (Burlington) 
Herald-News (Durham) 
Hendersonville Times-News 
Hickory Daily Record 
News & Observer (Raleigh) 
Wilmington Star-News 
Winston-Salem Journal 
 
North Dakota 
Bismarck Tribune 
Grand Forks Herald 
 
Nebraska 
Norfolk News 
Omaha World 
 
New Jersey 
The Press (Atlantic City) 
Courier News (Bridgewater) 
Jersey City Journal * 
Asbury Park Press 
New Jersey Herald (Newton) 
Daily Record (Parsippany) 
Daily Journal (Vineland) 
Gloucester County Times 
 
New Mexico 
Albuquerque Tribune * 
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Albuquerque Journal 
Gallup Independent 
 
New York 
Batavia Daily News 
Lockport Union-Sun & Journal 
New York Daily News 
Democrat and Chronicle (Rochester) 
Staten Island Advance 
Journal News (White Plains) 
 
Ohio 
Akron Beacon-Journal 
Findlay Courier 
Mansfield News-Journal 
Times Leader (Martins Ferry) 
Middletown Journal 
Portsmouth Daily Times 
Springfield News-Sun 
Herald Star (Steubenville) 
Tribune Chronicle (Warren) 
Lake County News Herald 
Wooster Daily Record 
Vindicator (Youngstown) 
 
Oklahoma 
Norman Transcript 
 
Oregon 
Statesman-Journal (Salem) 
 
Pennsylvania 
Sentinel (Carlisle) 
Chambersburg Public Opinion 
Hanover Evening Sun 
Patriot News (Harrisburg) 
Tribune-Democrat (Johnstown) 
Lancaster New Era * 
Lansdale Reporter 
Lebanon Daily News 
Times News (Lehighton) 
Bucks County Courier Times 
McKeesport Daily News 
New Castle News 
Norristown Times Herald 
Philadelphia Inquirer 
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Pottstown Mercury 
Sharon Herald 
Center Daily Times (State College) 
Sunbury Daily Item 
York Daily Record 
 
South Carolina 
Greenville News 
Greenwood Index Journal 
Herald (Rock Hill) 
Item (Sumter) 
 
Tennessee 
Clarksville Leaf Chronicle 
Greeneville Sun 
Johnson City Press 
Knoxville News-Sentinel 
 
Texas 
Abilene Reporter-News 
Amarillo Globe-News 
Austin American Statesman 
Beaumont Enterprise 
Eagle (Bryan) 
Corpus Christi Caller-Times 
Dallas Morning News 
El Paso Times 
Fort Worth Star-Telegram 
Valley Morning Star (Harlingen) 
Houston Chronicle 
San Angelo Standard-Times 
 
Utah 
Daily Herald (Provo) 
 
Virginia 
Bristol Herald Courier 
Fredericksburg Free Lance-Star 
Daily News Record (Harrisonburg) 
Petersburg Progress-Index 
Northern Virginia Daily 
 
Vermont 
Rutland Herald 
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Washington 
Sun (Bremerton) 
King County Journal (Kent) 
Mt. Vernon Skagit County Herald 
Olympian (Olympia) 
Seattle Post-Intelligencer 
Spokesman-Review (Spokane) 
News-Tribune (Tacoma) 
Columbian (Columbia) 
Wenatchee World 
 
Wisconsin 
Capital Times (Madison) * 
Wisconsin State Journal (Madison) 
Manitowoc Herald Times Reporter 
Milwaukee Journal Sentinel 
Journal Times (Racine) 
Wausaw Daily Herald 
 
West Virginia 
Charleston Gazette * 
 
Wyoming 
Wyoming Tribune-Eagle (Cheyenne) 
 
 
              * Initially selected but later excluded 
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        Appendix B 
 
                  Newspaper:                                                        Site: URL:                                              
    
                    Coding date: 
 
 
Yes       Active Feature Notes Pg. 
 
  1. ?    2. ? 
 
Discussion forum 
  
 
  3 ?     4. ? 
 
Open chat area 
  
 
  5. ?    6. ? 
 
Q-and-A 
  
 
  7. ?    8. ? 
 
Journalist weblog 
  
 
  9. ?   10.? 
 
Open weblog 
  
 
11. ?  12. ? 
 
Audience comment 
space 
  
 
13. ?   14.? 
 
Photo blog 
  
 
15. ?  16. ? 
 
Outside weblog 
  
 
17. ?  18. ? 
 
Link to outside 
content 
  
 
19. ?  20. ? 
 
Edit’d compilation 
comments 
  
 
21. ?  22. ? 
 
Reader reaction forum 
  
 
23. ?  24. ? 
 
Dynamically updated 
letters 
  
 
25. ?  26. ? 
 
Other 
  
Coder: __________                                                                                                                                    
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Appendix C 
 
Coding Protocol for Mapping Mediamorphosis 
 
To ensure reliability, coders must follow this protocol in analyzing newspaper Web sites 
for the existence of features of participatory communication. The protocol calls for 13 
steps in the review process and three steps in actual coding.  
 
The goal of this coding process is to search for and identify features of participatory 
communication as defined in the supplementary information. When coders find such a 
feature in a sampled news site, they should first check the corresponding box on the 
coding sheet for “yes” – for the existence of the feature at the site.  
 
Next, they should judge whether the feature is active. If it is active, check the second box 
on the same line, under “active.” (See definitions for “active.”) 
 
Review of sites: 
 
Coders should access the home page of the appropriate newspaper Web site in the 
research sample and then take the following steps:  
 
1. Fill in coding sheet information on unit number, newspaper name, site, 
URL, and date.  Add coder’s initials at bottom.  
 
2. Scan links at top of the page for navigational links or cues leading to 
features. Look for terms  forum, chat, town hall, photoblog, moblog, and  
blog, as  suggestive evidence of participostings. Click on links. If there is 
more than one link, go to one feature then return to the next, as required, 
to review all. Exhaust all possibilities before moving to the next step.  
 
3. Scan links on the left-side index bar.  Follow the same ritual as above.   
 
4. Scan links on right-side lists and boxes. Follow same ritual as above. 
 
5. Work down the rest of the home page, including through the content, in 
search of links or cues. Follow same ritual as above. 
 
6. Examine the bottom of the home page, including menus of links, for links 
or cues. Follow same ritual. 
 
7. Go to search function and individually key in terms forum, chat, blog, and   
weblog. Also look for a site map, or index, to seek the same terms.   
 
8. In all cases, do not follow links in advertisements or “sponsored links” in 
the search for participatory features. Ads are outside the scope of this 
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study (in part because ads are less reliable and may not appear with equal 
frequency on all users’ sites.)  
 
9. Click on local news or a similar term that accesses locally produced news 
reports.  Scan news page for links mentioned above. Click into a news 
story. Scan the story and page top-to-bottom looking for links. Look at the 
space at the end of the story for features inviting participatory comments 
or feedback.  
 
10. Click on opinion or a similar term that accesses editorial page content.  
Follow the same steps as for step No. 8.  
 
11. Continue with opinion to seek and analyze letters to the editor. Make best  
judgment whether letters are changed once a day or more often. If 
dynamically changed (more than once a day), code as a participosting.  
 
12. Click on photos or multimedia (or both).  Look for links or cues for 
participatory photo blog or similar feature. To qualify for coding, feature 
must involve audience submissions. Must have more than staff-produced 
photos.  
 
13. Scan any other links or cues you find that might lead to other features.  
 
 
Coding: 
 
As coders identify features that qualify for coding, they should go through these steps: 
 
1. Mark the appropriate box on the coding sheet corresponding to the type of feature.  
Also judge whether the feature is active, and mark that second box as appropriate. 
See definitions of features in a separate document to accompany the coding sheet.   
 
2. Include brief comments in the notes section to add relevant information about a 
coded feature. For instance, note instances where the feature is distinctive from 
other features of the same type. Also, note usability and activity levels when 
relevant. If the chat function doesn’t work, note that. If a discussion board has 
more than 1,000 posts in the past month, note its high level of activity. Also, note 
when features reveal evidence of an active site host. 
 
3. Make comments in research diary identifying key traits or activities involved with 
the feature.  The diary will be an electronic file kept open during coding. It is a 
space for pasting examples of features (and their content) and for the coder’s  
comments about the sites. The diary provides the opportunity to record and 
consider alternative types of analysis than the notes section on the coding sheet. 
This analysis is not meant to be quantitative but to provide a supplemental layer 
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of data collection. It will be useful in identifying trends, exploring individual 
cases, and in collecting anecdotal information for use in writing research reports.  
 
Clearly, coders cannot make a diary recording for every feature, or every site. 
Diary comments should be reserved for what coders find to be exemplary, 
unusual, or pertinent cases for the study.   
 
       
 
Areas of interest for the diary: 
 
a. Descriptions of features. 
b. Extent of activity or vitality in postings. 
c. Estimates of postings’ general relation to the news. 
d. Existence of communication with the site’s journalists. 
e. Practices of site moderators.  
f. Sense of community norms, familiarity, interpersonal exchanges. 
g. Specific comments or passages that serve to illuminate postings or the 
processes of participatory communication in general. 
h. Relevant methodological or theoretical concerns. 
i. Researcher’s reflective comments during and after coding.  
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